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Chapter I – Introduction 
 
Living and studying in Denmark, where the predominant population is white Caucasian, it is 
fairly easy to spot the numerous African women walking the streets of the red light district of 
Copenhagen. This has brought us to ponder upon the reasons why. Research has shown that 
the majority of the African prostitutes here come from Nigeria, which later revealed that this 
is not a rare phenomenon in Europe. Around the world, Nigeria has become a country 
associated with human trafficking into the sex-industry (HTISI) and especially Benin City is 
suffering a negative reputation due to the large number of women migrating for prostitut ion 
(Plambech 2014; Okonofua et al. 2004; UNESCO 2006). According to Eurostat and other 
researchers, Nigeria is the country outside EU, having the highest number of trafficked victims 
in Europe with Benin City as the trafficking hotspot (Eurostat 2015; Okonofua et al. 2004). 
This is why we found it natural to choose Nigeria as our case-country, with an extra focus on 
women from the hotspot area. We asked ourselves why the women engage in HTISI and felt it 
important to investigate the societal reasons that would push women into this life. Having 
discussed the implications of migration and HT we find it necessary to narrow down the field 
of investigation. To do this, we will be looking into how feminisation of migration and labour 
has meant that women are now becoming breadwinners and are obligated and expected to 
provide for their families. One such option for the women is to migrate into the sex work 
business. Seeing as HTISI is a fairly broad topic to approach, we have decided to centre our 
project on certain factors, present in Nigerian society that are affecting or causing HTISI of 
women in Nigeria. Furthermore we have chosen to focus on how these factors affect the 
experience of agency that the women have in the decision making process to migrate, in 
comparison to certain feminist narratives mainly radical, liberal and transnational feminism. 
By doing so, we aspire to establish the voice of the Nigerian women within HTISI in contrast 
to the aforementioned feminist theories. We will build up an ethnographic case-study, where 
we will approach economic, political and cultural factors leading us to an understanding of the 
Nigerian perception of agency, so that we can contest the public narratives surrounding HTISI 
through the lens of feminist theories. This we will do by an extensive literature review of 
empirical data, drawn from interviews and survey questionnaire studies. We are interested in 
the lived experiences of the women involved in HTISI, so that we can ‘write culture’ and 
interpret upon it. There exists a narrative representing the West which entails a clear cut villa in-
, hero- and victim-framework. To illustrate it, this UN report provides a published example as 
Roskilde Universitet                        Roskilde University 
Den samfundsvidenskabelige bacheloruddannelse    The Bachelor Study Programme in Social Science 
 
6 
the United Nations Inter-Agency Project on Human Trafficking concludes that: “Human 
trafficking is not ‘caused’ by poverty, lack of education, lack of legal status, or any other 
vulnerability factor: Human trafficking is caused by human traffickers – criminals who commit 
criminal acts against victims and vulnerable people” (UNIAP). A statement like this shows 
how the public debate is very much influenced by Western feminist narratives, in this case 
radical feminism. We want to contest this notion by positioning ourselves as critical towards 
the penetrating anti-trafficking apparatus that generates the Western opinion.  
 
Problem Area 
 
Understanding the scope of why women enter HT can mean many things. There is a huge 
network of underground traffickers that operate within the fields of recruiting. We could 
investigate this field, but we found the research too scarce and unreliable. That made us wonder 
about other leading factors that could affect the women, and we found out that there are an 
endless number of societal circumstances affecting the women’s lives. As we aim for an in 
depth analysis rather than a broad superficial catalogue we have chosen to put focus on poverty, 
corruption, patriarchy, economy and education. Another approach to understand why HTISI is 
so prevalent in Nigeria, is to look at the history of colonisation and by studying a more recent 
history with a specific focus on the country's economy. In our project we argue that  
contemporary problems in a society might have roots in its background history. Nigeria has, in 
the past, experienced colonial powers, military juntas and corrupt governments (some of which 
are still taking place to this day) (Kingsley 2013; Ebbe 1999). This, we believe, has resulted in 
a country that is highly influenced by the lived violence in its history which ripples down into 
contemporary society. The existing criminal structures concerning HTISI in Nigeria are 
therefore a combination of both socio economic, political, cultural and historical factors. We 
consider HTISI to be one of these criminal systems that is possible due to the aforementioned 
circumstances, therefore we seek to first describe and analyse these factors with a special focus 
on poverty in order to then discuss the different feminist perceptions of the Nigerian women's 
agency who are engaged in the phenomenon.  
When researching HTISI it becomes evident that the feminist literature on this topic is divided. 
Amongst numerous, we identify three opposing sides, which are the radical, liberal and 
transnational approach. We attribute this division to the differing understandings of sex work 
amongst researchers but we also consider that the methods used to study the topic can vary 
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considerably in quality. HT indicates that the migration process is involuntary and involves 
coercive methods with exploitative motives. (UN 2000) This has lead the narrative surrounding 
the trafficking debate to revolve around a perception of the women as either being the victims 
or criminals (Plambech 2014). The trafficked women who are identified as victims of HTISI, 
have numerous rights compared to other women categorised as illegal or undocumented 
immigrants (Ibid.). PhD anthropologist Sine Plambech implies that some Nigerians perceive 
sex trafficking as a mutual arrangement or a “joint effort between the women, their families and 
the individuals who arranged their travels to Europe” (Plambech 2014: 389). We are therefore 
working from the proposition that there exists a schism within the feminist perception of the 
agency of the women. We can identify a radical feminist point of view and a more liberal 
approach to the topic which we consider to be a Western perception of the phenomenon. In 
addition we also consider a third world feminist narrative which is more aligned with the 
Nigerian women´s interests. These three theories (radical, liberal and third world feminism), 
as we will argue, all combine to make a fourth approach which is the theory of transnationa l 
feminism. We are interested in examining such opposing theories because it will allow a 
multifaceted discussion of the actual agency and the narrative of the Nigerian women 
participating in the practice. We explain more about the feminist theories in chapter III.  
Plambech implies that the women are not interested in which particular feminist narrative 
addresses their situation, they are more concerned about their livelihood (2015). This is an 
interesting observation because, assuming that liberal and radical feminism are developed in a 
Western context, the discussion surrounding HTISI from a Western feminist perspective is 
necessarily biased in that it is, by nature, not able to consider the narrative of the trafficked 
women. This is going to be an important part of our project since we are interested in 
understanding the perception of agency that the Nigerian women have in the decision to 
migrate for prostitution purposes.  
 
 Research Question 
 
How do societal circumstances in Nigeria affect the women´s agency when 
engaging in human trafficking into the sex-industry and how does their 
perspective contest certain feminist narratives? 
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Conceptual Framework and Clarification of Concepts  
 
The following section will be a description of the main concepts used in this project, which 
will be done in order to clarify the official definitions and to explain how these concepts will 
be used throughout this project. We will be paying special attention to outlining the different 
dimensions of poverty because it is the main cause of HTISI and the push factor which we will 
be analysing in depth.  
 
Human trafficking. According to ILO, HT is defined as forced labour (ILO 2005). Traffick ing 
refers to the smuggling of humans in which they are forced into recruitment, coercion, 
abduction or deception with the purpose of exploitation (Ibid.). Moreover, ILO describes forced 
labour as a phenomenon that branches out into state-imposed and private imposed traffick ing 
(Ibid.). HT is happening in various forms all around the world in various businesses, but we 
are only concerned with the category of women, vulnerable for sexual exploitation. Because of 
its exploitive nature, trafficking in human beings has also been referred to as modern day 
slavery (Nnadi 2012; Kempadoo 2001).   
The official definition, written in the Palermo protocol on trafficking, outlines a Western 
understanding of the phenomenon as being; 
 
“...the recruitment, transportation, transfer, harboring, or receipt of persons, by 
means of the threat or use of force or other forms of coercion, of abduction, of fraud, 
of deception, of the abuse of power or of a position of vulnerability or of the giving or 
receiving of payments or benefits to achieve the consent of a person having control 
over another person for the purpose of exploitation. Exploitation shall include, at a 
minimum, the exploitation of the prostitution of others or other forms of sexual 
exploitation, forced labour or services, slavery or practices similar to slavery, 
servitude or the removal of organs” (UN 2000: 2). 
 
The UN emphasis on exploitation of vulnerability, in this understanding of the phenomenon, 
is what makes the distinction between migration and trafficking apparent. It indicates that HT, 
in official terms, is a form of migration that needs to meet certain requirements to attain the 
title human trafficking. In our project, the kind of human trafficking we aim to investigate is 
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very much connected to privately impose since it, in our case, is a crime that is beneficial to 
private dealers. 
 
Human trafficking into the sex-industry. In the category of HT there is a subcategory relating 
to different issues concerning the violation of human rights: Sex-trafficking or human 
trafficking into the sex-industry (HTISI). This concept is derived from the same understand ing 
of HT but with a focus on sexual exploitation. HTISI can include both men, women and 
children but most cases revolves around the women who are being trafficked for prostitut ion 
purposes (UNESCO 2006; Lobasz 2009). In our case, special attention will be added to the 
economic aspect of HTISI, since the Nigerian women seem to enter the industry because of 
poverty and the hope for better chances to earn more money. Plambech explains how some of 
the Nigerian women she has interviewed perceive themselves as migrants and not victims if 
HT (2015). In her research she would use the terminology human trafficking into the sex-
industry instead of sex-trafficking because HTISI it as a form of labour exploitation that 
happens to be within the sex-industry (Plambech 2014). This conceptualisation of the operation 
might be better suited for a study into the Nigerian women´s perception of HTISI, than the 
word sex-trafficking, because regarding the phenomenon in this way is more objective and 
leaves room for interpretation in regards to the agency of the women. Moreover, it will secure 
an understanding of the phenomenon that is not influenced by sexual stigmatisation or taboo. 
Agency is a multiple phenomenon that in a sociological context is describing an individua l’s 
freedom or ability to act within terms of the norms, rules, expectations, roles or framing 
existing within the individual’s location (Horowitch 2014). We will be using this concept in 
our project, in order to investigate the trafficked women’s ability to act within the frames of 
the trafficking industry, and to establish which different factors within the Nigerian society that 
affect the trafficked women’s agency. Since agency is an abstract concept to examine we have 
chosen to focus on the perception or understanding instead of the actual level of agency. We 
recognise that the perception and level of agency are very intricate frameworks but as to clarify, 
our use of the concept will be concerning the empirical data found on the perception of agency 
that the Nigerian women and different feminist theories have of HTISI.  
 
Feminism is also a multiple term with many different branches but the core of feminism is 
referring to political, economic and social equality between the male and the female. Moreover, 
feminism it is also referring to different organised activities on behalf of the women’s interest 
(Gillberg 2014). Amongst many feminist theories, we use branches of feminism such as the 
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Western liberal and radical feminism, third world feminism and transnational feminism, in 
order to understand how the western narrative of human trafficking contests the narrative of 
the Nigerian women.   
 
Different Branches of Poverty  
 
Poverty has many different definitions, in our project we will be looking at economic poverty, 
which is related to the amount of households in a matter of covering basic needs (explained 
with absolute and relative poverty). Looking at Nigeria in regards to this definition, many of 
the Nigerian citizens in the country experience economic poverty, seeing as many households 
do not have enough financial income to secure basic needs such as food and shelter. (Olaniyi 
2003).  Absolute poverty is based on the notion that there is a minimum amount of resources a 
household must maintain in order to survive. Humans living within absolute poverty therefore 
suffer from hunger, deprivation, premature death etc. when they only have access to the 
minimum of resources in order to maintain a living (Mowafi & Khawaja 2005). We will argue 
that relative poverty reflects the lived poverty of the Nigerian women who are entering HTISI.  
Relative poverty describes how an individual or household are in a more difficult situation 
compared with other individuals or households in a given society. Relative poverty does, in 
contrast to absolute poverty, not concern vulnerability or suffering to a life threatening degree 
but is focusing more on the inequality existing within a society. Therefore relative poverty is a 
reflection of a person’s ability to access additional services or goods than just the bare 
minimum needed for survival (Mowafi & Khawaja 2005).  
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Chapter II - Methods of the Project 
 
Methodology 
 
We start this chapter with a methodological section where we will introduce the reader to our 
chosen epistemological and ontological viewpoints and use of empirical data and afterwards 
give a broad overview of the structure of the paper. Then we move on to the second section 
that consists of a review of the chosen literature, firstly by presenting the selection of main 
sources, outlining the essential key points and perspectives of three chosen sources. This is 
followed by the delimitation of this project, and the final part gives a brief introduction to the 
factors stigmatisation, sexuality, taboo and religion that are excluded from the analysis but 
still need to be touched upon in order to grasp the full picture of the societal circumstances in 
Nigeria.  
 
Methodology and Use of Empirical Data 
 
This project is an attempt to establish a Nigerian narrative of agency in relation to HTISI. We 
contemplate the importance of locating the voice of the Nigerian women who participate in 
this practise and examine the abstract world of feminist theories that often seem to misfit the 
situation of the very people involved. We aim to look deeply into only this specific 
phenomenon by examining how trafficked Nigerian women perceive their agency in 
comparison to how various feminist narratives depict it. The goal is to conduct an ethnographic 
analysis by understanding the cultural aspects of the lived experiences (Leavy & Hesse-Biber 
2011). We will identify the factors that cause HTISI in the context of the trafficking hotspot of 
Edo State and explore and depict the relevant theories that can elaborate on the Nigerian 
women´s perspective. By conducting a theory and problem based intrinsic case study we will 
be able to develop a holistic comprehension of our specific problem area. (Gerring 2004; Leavy 
& Hesse-Biber 2011). Our epistemological viewpoint springs from interpretivism, because we 
believe that in this particular case good knowledge aims to understand humans rather than 
hypothesising the causal effect in the given phenomenon (Leavy & Hesse-Biber 2011). We 
aspire to develop a comprehensive understanding of the women and their apprehension of 
agency in the system of HTISI. Our ontological philosophical approach is constructivist, which 
manifests itself in how we believe that human interplay is a social construction rather than a 
Roskilde Universitet                        Roskilde University 
Den samfundsvidenskabelige bacheloruddannelse    The Bachelor Study Programme in Social Science 
 
12 
prognostic measurement. (Ibid.). We believe that the social world around the targeted women 
mirrors their perspectives, and that they, as well as all other social actors, are reflective agents 
despite certain outer structures and push factors. We take a critical stance towards the anti-
trafficking industry as we believe it quite often becomes stuck in Western feminist conventions 
of considering the women as being helpless victims, removing all elements of agency. We 
believe that agency comes and goes in given situations, and is therefore not a static quantitat ive 
unit. That is why we are working towards finding a new voice among the feminist theories, 
perhaps a Nigerian version. We use an iterative research strategy seeing as we are moving back 
and forth between empirical data and theory (Bryman 2012; Leavy & Hesse-Biber 2011). To 
build a strong, descriptive and interpretive context around this particular case in Nigeria, we 
approach it from numerous angles. First in terms of certain political, economic and socio 
cultural push factors, and second through the application of feminist and migration theories. 
For us to gain as wide-ranging data as possible we have conducted this case study by using 
literature review including empirical data gathered from interviews.  We now aim to 
demonstrate the connection between the choice of empirical data and theory. The empirica l 
data of this project consists of mainly qualitative interviews and survey questionna ires 
performed by anthropologists, doctors, and social scientists. They are regarded qualitat ive 
because of the way they open up for discussion i.e. the questions are predominantly starting 
with how, why or what (Leavy & Hesse-Biber 2011). We have chosen this method of research 
because leaves room for interpretation as will be useful to us regarding our choice of theory. 
We have selected theory based on migration and feminism, as we assert that it covers a wide 
range of interdisciplinary such as aspects within sociology, geography, politics and economics.  
 
Overview and Structure 
 
Our main goals of this project are: A: To establish an overview of what we regard as the most 
applicable push factors within the Nigerian society that can cause women into HTISI, so that 
we can analyse upon them in relation to our conceptual and theoretical framework. B: To 
identify the relevant feminist theories that can pave the way for a discussion about the main 
factors, driven by the various feminist viewpoints and ultimately conclude upon poverty and 
transnational feminism. When investigating the Nigerian women’s narrative, we are going to 
look into certain branches of feminism, focusing on women’s rights, violence, and patriarchy, 
post-colonialism. These theories are chosen based on the fact that they can explain and analyse 
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the different push factors causing HTISI.  By examining the various push factors it became 
clear that poverty is one of the biggest reasons why women enter HTISI. Therefore this project 
will elaborate and analyse upon four chosen main factors which relates to poverty. When doing 
this, we will mainly use the conceptual framework of poverty, in order to understand how the 
lived experiences that cause women to enter HTISI. After analysing our chosen factors and the 
different branches of feminism, we found it necessary to include a discussion about the agency 
of the Nigerian women within the phenomenon. In this context we seek to establish what the 
Nigerian women’s perception of this agency is. The Western feminist perspectives will mainly 
represent sociological elements of gender roles in a patriarchy and in a transition period where 
the traditional gender roles become blurry. Also in the narrative of victims and villains, the 
Western perspective plays a sociological part in question of ideology. Transnational feminism 
will operate from a geographical aspect as it brings in elements of colonia lism, livelihood and 
moral landscapes, and a sociological angle as the function of globalisation triggers the factors 
that distinct this theory from those of the third world and the west. Feminisation of migrat ion 
theory is also a sociological honourable mention as it is the very phenomenon that started this 
whole project. If it were not for the women migrating on their own, none of these narratives of 
victims and villains in HTISI were ever created.  
The three first chapters contains the conceptual, methodological and theoretical framework. 
Chapter IV describes the relevant circumstances in Nigeria from firstly a historical background 
context and secondly a contemporary background context. Chapter V analyses the main factors 
that cause women into HTISI and is divided into four themes of norms and values, corruption, 
education and economy and lastly poverty, with a focus on the latter. Chapter VI entails a 
discussion about the factors including the various feminist theories. Chapter VII concludes that 
the Nigerian perspective mainly consists of poverty related factors that are most easily 
explained through and contested by the transnational feminist theory. We have chosen the 
methodological, integrative and theoretical approach of literature review because it can help us 
to identify both the essential points and the opposing points when examining empirical data 
regarding lived experiences within HTISI as well as the theoretical frameworks within the 
feminist aspect (Denney & Tewksbury, 2012).  
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Literature Review 
 
In the process of literature review we have found three focal works that we will represent now 
in the following section of selection of sources. We have noticed that some of the literature we 
have read tend to view the women as victims, which sometimes is not in correlation to the way 
neither we nor the women perceive themselves. This is why we are careful with our selection 
of materials that we are using and why we attempt to be as objective as possible. An interest ing 
notion we obtained from our interview with Plambech, was that Nigerian literature might be 
funded by religious or political request. Therefore we will be conducting a source criticism of 
three of our main sources in this section. 
 
Selection of Sources 
 
There are many viewpoints in the debate of HTISI. The Western feminism tend to focus on the 
victim-role of the involved women, whereas the liberal feminist theories emphasises agency of 
the actors. Third world feminism focuses on the racial aspect of exploitation. Amongst all the 
literature we have gathered for this project there is an overrepresentation of articles and papers 
that are written from an anti-trafficking perspective. Therefore we appreciate the few texts that 
have taken critical stances against this common narrative, and viewed the phenomenon from a 
poststructuralist angle. We will now introduce two papers of that sort: 
Plambech: As one of our main sources for empirical data we have reviewed the PhD 
dissertation Plambech from 2014 called “Points of Departure Migration and Anti-Traffick ing 
in the Lives of Nigerian Sex Worker Migrants after Deportation from Europe”. The dissertation 
is structured into the three following articles:  
The first article “Between “Victims” and “Criminals” - Rescue, Deportation and Everyday 
Violence among Nigerian Migrants” is a peer reviewed ethnographic fieldwork from the 
journal Social Politics 2014, Volume 21 Number 3. It is a comparative analysis of the lives of 
two key-informants, Grace and Cynthia, who have returned home to Nigeria from migration in 
Europe with similar stories but different designations where one was identified as a victim of 
human trafficking and the other as a criminal of illegal migration. (Plambech 2014: 384) The 
second article “God Brought You Home - The Moral Economy of Deportation in the Lives of 
Nigerian Sex Worker Migrants” sheds a light on the active role of the Global South in the 
deportation analysis process (which normally comes from a Global North perspective). 
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Plambech looks upon how religion, morality and nation-building affects the deported sex-
migrants in the reintegration process in defining how to be a real Nigerian citizen. The third 
article in Plambech’s dissertation, “The Trafficking Industrial Complex: The Business of Sex, 
Deportation and Rescue among Nigerian Sex Worker Migrants” dives into the economy of 
trafficking, as Plambech questions the notion that the trafficking earnings only goes into the 
hands of the criminal network. Instead she opens up for four other hitherto isolated business 
opportunities: Facilitation-, remittance-, deportation- and rescue economy.  
This dissertation is important to our project but since it is a PhD thesis we recognise that it is 
not as fully scientifically recognised as peer reviewed articles and books, and as it is a fairly 
recent publication we expect that it will receive scholarly critique. The dissertation argues from 
a critical humanitarianism angle that in order to understand trafficking one must understand 
migration, and that transnational feminist analysis must be combined with migration industry 
research.  
We conducted an interview with Plambech for a deeper elaboration of her dissertation and a 
more personal angle to the Nigerian perspective. We asked her questions such as to whether or 
not she asserts that the understanding of HTISI makes a difference in how the women perceive 
themselves in what she, in her dissertation, refers to as a grey area between the two designations 
of being “victim” or “criminal”, or if she consider that the various feminist narratives seem to 
affect the women’s agency when deciding to migrate for prostitution purposes. We did this in 
the attempt of getting closer to an understanding of the Nigerian perspective. The interview is 
not classified as empirical data, since it is comparable to other sources and also since Plambech 
as a scholar has developed her own professional view upon the Nigerian perspective, thus the 
data is not considered new knowledge. But we do, with Plambech’s permission, use in-text 
references to the interview throughout the project, as to clarify specific details that were not 
mentioned in her dissertation; this will be referred to as Plambech 2015. 
Kempadoo: This project works with many theories but the central theory is transnationa l 
feminist theory. In order for us to understand this theory we have reviewed the essay called 
“Women of Color and the Global Sex Trade: Transnational Feminist Perspectives” from 2001 
by Kamala Kempadoo. This article gives a good insight into the transnational feminism based 
on colored women which is apparent in our case. The article takes a reasonable distance to the 
Western feminist notion that global sex trade can be explained merely by patriarchal violence 
towards women. The essay opens up to topics such as the financial hardships of women living 
in postcolonial societies and the ‘exotic’ label of black women as a commodity. Kempadoo 
discusses the sex trade in grand themes as “historical and socio-economic conditions, as well 
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as cultural histories, that produce sexual relations and desire” on a national and geopolit ica l 
level instead of reducing the scapegoat of sex trade only to patriarchal violence towards women 
(Kempadoo 2001: 38). Professor Kamala Kempadoo today teaches courses at the Department 
of Social Science at York University in inter alia “transnational feminisms, sex work studies, 
Black Studies” [and perhaps most worth noticing] “critical anti-trafficking studies” (York 
University). This explains her clear standpoint in the article and i also might help explain why 
we have been so keen on this theory and especially on this essay, seeing as we are also taking 
a critical stance towards the anti-trafficking system. 
Okonofua et al.: This is a study that represents the anti-trafficking point of view, but with a 
useful broad scope of empirical data. Human trafficking is a business that severely lacks 
reliable statistical research due to the underground crime element of the phenomenon. This 
study from 2004 is conducted by F.E. Okonofua, S.M. Ogbomwan, A.N. Alutu, Okop Kufre 
and Aghahowa Eghosa and is called “Knowledge, attitudes and experiences of sex traffick ing 
by young women in Benin City, South-South Nigeria”. It concerns 1456 women between the 
age of 15 and 25 years old who were interviewed with a structured questionnaire in the LGAs 1 
of Benin City. The survey broadly covers issues such as financial difficulties, wishes and 
reasons of traveling, experience with trafficking recruitment inside/outside of the family, 
personal opinion about HTISI and much more. In the conclusion the article points towards 
addressing the problem of HTISI by promoting monetary policy that will even out the 
distribution of wealth in the Nigerian economy and “socio-economic empowerment of women” 
(Okonofua et al. 2004: 1326). We remain critical towards this study, seeing as it was conveyed 
by Women’s Health and Action Research Center - WHARC, an NGO that is funded by inter 
alia the government of United States of America, Johnson & Johnson Corporate Citizenship 
Trust, The World Bank, among others. We cannot deny that there is a connection between the 
anti-trafficking viewpoint of the study and the financial interest behind the funders. (WHARC)  
 
Delimitation of the Project 
 
As our project is based on human trafficking and due to the broadness of the topic, we have 
chosen to include limitations that will focus on our research and serve as helping tool for the 
reader throughout the project. Firstly we have chosen to focus on HTISI which leaves out other 
                                                                 
1 Local Government Areas, residential area where the local government council administer infrastructure, 
public transportation, construction, maintenance etc. 
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fields within human trafficking such as trafficking into the fishing-industry or organ-indus try 
etc. We also only focus on Nigerian women in this regard, even though other traffick ing 
hotspots in e.g. Thailand and Brazil also have a huge sex-industry of women to look into. We 
will follow the phenomenon from Edo State of Nigeria and in particular Benin City.  
Since our project aims to understand why the Nigerian women are involved in HTISI, we have 
decided not to include a study of the pull factors (the circumstances present in the destination 
country of the migrant which gives incentives to migrate) but instead focus on the push factors 
present in Nigeria. Our early research was mainly concerned with the victim/agent debate that 
is apparent in certain Western feminist theories but after further analysis we found that our 
interest did not lie as much in the victim/agent aspect of the phenomenon but more the actual 
agency of the trafficked women, which would be better expressed through the transnationa l 
feminism.  
As mentioned we conducted an interview with Plambech, by choosing this method we exclude 
the option to e.g. interview the women involved in HTISI. The reason for that was due to time 
limit of our project, as we have been informed by several anthropologists that developing a 
relationship of trust with informants might take a long time, so we decided to dedicate our first 
attempt of interview to getting a clarification of the PhD dissertation instead. We recognise that 
the interview is only one researcher’s opinion on the matter and that is why we supplement 
with an extensive literature review on the topic.  By choosing not to interview the women 
directly involved, we are aware of the limitations implied, such as not having first hand 
statements to draw upon, but the choice also helps us by gathering several interviews with 
scholarly-processed data. This way we get a broader scope and more angles to analyse upon. 
Even though there are plenty of reasons to investigate the role of the trafficking networks, let 
alone the traffickers, we have decided not to include this angle, seeing as it would broaden up 
the problem area and research question too much. However we do consider the common officia l 
narrative portraying the trafficker (madam, sponsors etc.) as being the villain, as fairly 
simplistic if not naïve. It is not necessarily a perception that all the involved women share, for 
example the informant Ima states in the Plambech dissertation: “The madam that brought me 
to Europe helped me. She saved my life, and I want to pay back the money I owe her.”  
(Plambech, 2014: 6) Many madams are women who have migrated themselves and they play 
active roles in the trafficked women's lives. This is indeed a very interesting angle for 
contesting the Western feminist narrative of global sisterhood and scapegoats. It opens up for 
a discussion of the NGOs’ and politicians’ role in discursive methods within HTISI, but we 
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have decided to keep focus on the circumstances present in Nigeria in order to keep grounded 
to the people involved and the empirical data regarding them.  
We have long been discussing whether or not to include the term agency in the research 
question, but finally agreed to keep it, simply because it is such a central aspect of the entire 
discussion that we wish to engage in. But there are limitations to agency in terms of when it is 
invisible or blurry. It can for instance be difficult to interpret the perception of agency that a 
woman believes she shows in a given situation. There are complicated risks involved such as 
the fact that she might be lying deliberately, unknowingly or depending on the situation. She 
might personally think that she shows agency, when others might disagree due to ideologica l 
beliefs, she might even know best because only she knows how it is to walk in her shoes, and 
lived experiences vary from person to person, or she might not know because of lack of 
knowledge in a broader structural and institutional perspective. These reservations/condit ions 
are subject to different interpretations, and are important to bear in mind in the analysis and 
discussion. 
 
Another Approach than Poverty 
 
In our research we have found, what one could refer to as a whole catalogue of factors that can 
help explain the living conditions causing women to engage in HTISI, but we also discovered 
that displaying this catalogue is not what we want to argue in our project as we found that 
mainly poverty (including economy and education, corruption and patriarchy) seems to be 
relevant in the Nigerian perspective. Therefore we will now briefly introduce factors that are 
not directly empirically linked to poverty and thus excluded from the analysis. First 
stigmatisation, sexuality, morality and taboo, and lastly religion: 
It is rather difficult to paint the people of Nigeria with a single brush when it comes to sexuality, 
taboo and morality. In some aspects the topic of sexuality is fairly liberal in terms of women 
providing sexual favours in exchange for monetary compensation, and in other areas 
transactional sex is deeply webbed in a stigmatised debate of abominable and non-abominab le 
behaviour. Nigeria suffers from the embarrassing stigma of being called the “brothel of  Africa” 
due to the trafficking hotspot in Benin City (Plambech 2014), which has transformed the area 
into a moral landscape2 causing public authoritative figures to shame HTISI in the media 
                                                                 
2 Moral landscapes are in geographical terms usually built on assumptions of shameful behaviour in a certain 
area and the condemnation thereof (Setten & Brown 2009) 
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(Plambech 2014; Akor 2011). The indigenous people of Edo State holds a long tradition of 
patriarchal family structure, where female chastity, honour and morality have been restricting 
the women in a myriad of long-established rules, taboos and virginity-honouring systems which 
were crucial for upholding a social status within the local community (Osezua 2013; Ikpe 
2004). But due to the 20th century’s liberal development of the traditional culture and the 
influence Western education and media, there has been a decline in the strict preservation of 
the virginity-customs, and nowadays an increasing amount of pre-marital intercourses is 
registred (Osezua 2013; Carling 2006). Trading sexual favours for money is a tendency that is 
also fairly common in the contemporary Nigerian society; for example women having sexual 
agreements with older men (sugar daddies) who in return supply money and gifts (Carling 
2006). This development has created a paradox within the institution of marriage, where 
adultery committed by the woman is ill regarded and can curse her with the wrath of the Gods, 
unless if the woman earns a large amount of money in the sex-industry of Europe. Then she 
will find forgiveness of the Gods if she conducts a spiritual rite of killing a goat as a cleansing 
ceremony once she returns home to her Nigerian husband. (Ozesua 2013) This double-standard 
certainly contests the legitimacy of the stigmatisation of sexual and social status. 
In the following section we are going to introduce the possibility that religion also presents the 
opportunity for misuse e.g. manipulation and coercion of people with faith (Shaw & El-Bassel 
2014). Instead of renouncing the original culture completely, Nigeria has managed to integrate 
the traditional beliefs with the religions introduced by the colonial powers, Christianity and 
Islam. The survey study by Okonofua et al. (2004) shows that women in Edo State, mainly 
belonging to the traditional ancestral beliefs, are “six times more likely to support sex-
trafficking as compared to Catholics” (2004: 1323). This has lead the researchers to believe 
that anti-trafficking campaigns based on religious beliefs should be increased to reach persons 
not belonging to monotheistic religions and further suggest that “using a religious platform 
would be successful in turning public opinion against the practice [HTISI]” (Okonofua et al. 
2004: 1325). Our criticism of these statements lies within the researcher's own perception of 
HTISI which seems to be of a radical feminist point of view and thus work towards an abolition 
of HTISI. Traditional beliefs can also be warped to suit purposes just like we discovered Islam 
and Christianity, in this next case the misuse is by the traffickers as we open up for the 
witchcraft and more precisely juju (a ritual used in some traditional African religions). 
Originally juju was used as a form of law enforcement. By making the suspected offender take 
an oath in a local shrine, the lawbreaker would be bound to tell the truth, knowing that lying 
would result in terrible consequences such as the pain and death of the criminal or his/ her 
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family (DeWan & Lohan 2012; UNESCO 2006). By using these rituals, traffickers are 
suspected to rely on fear to ensure loyalty, thereby making the women easier to control. This 
version of the ritual is therefore used to bind the women to the trafficker but serves multip le 
purposes such as to ensure his/her investment will be returned or to guarantee loyalty of the 
women which keeps them from turning against the trafficker, once arriving to their destination 
(DeWan & Lohan 2012; Carling 2006) Juju can therefore be an important tool for the trafficker 
and the ritual can potentially mean a decrease in the women’s agency since they are ruled by 
the fear of breaking the oath and an unleashing devastating consequences upon themselves or 
their families. We do, however, contest this notion with the example where Carling suggests 
that juju indeed has an influence on the women, but the Western overstating of its significance 
might deter further investigation of human rights violations (2006). He observed a Dutch 
example where the police became so focused on the element of magic being involved in the 
practise, that they mistakenly attributed the women's motivations to enter and stay within 
HTISI only to voodoo (Carling 2006). This also promotes the orientalist notion of the “other”, 
where the Western narrative creates a fictional distance from people, different from themselves. 
(Said 1978) 
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Chapter III - Theoretical Framework 
 
In our project we will try to uncover the Nigerian women´s perspective of why they engage in 
HT. We will use different feminist perspectives to build our theoretical framework and within 
this framework we will analyse socio-cultural, economic and political factors that causes 
Nigerian women to get involved in the sex-industry. Our main focus will be on poverty, which 
we argue is the key factor in our research that creates the basis of our analysis.  
 
 
Introducing the Theories 
 
Since there are an extensive number of feminist theories, we have decided to focus on a few 
that we estimate to be the most reflective in our study. In the beginning we were considering 
to focus only on Western feminism and its branches of radical and liberal feminist perspectives 
regarding human trafficking. Western feminism amongst the two that we have chosen, remains 
the most dominant discourse surrounding the topic of HTISI to this day (Plambech 2015). This 
anti-patriarchal approach argues that trafficked women are victims of male violence (Bar ry 
1984). However, after reviewing more literature we realised that Western feminism by itself 
does not fully represent or explain the reasons behind HT in a Nigerian context. Therefore we 
consider as illustrated below, that the combination of Third world feminism as an opposing 
perspective to the Western feminisms has led to another feminist theory called transnational 
feminism, which as we have discovered is much more adequate and the most objective tool in 
explaining the factors that cause HTISI and allows us to understand the perception of agency 
of the Nigerian women who engage in this phenomenon. Furthermore, we are going to 
introduce and have a deeper look at the theory feminisation of migration and specify the 
feminist perspectives. 
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(Made by authors, 2015) 
 
Feminisation of Migration 
 
Researchers have in recent years been engulfed by the changes happening within migrat ion 
patterns, where there has been a shift in the traditional role of the women. Rothschild describes 
how men has typically been the breadwinner of the household and women has been in charge 
of the domestic domain (2009). Feminisation of migration is a theory developed in the 1980s 
by Guy Standing which addresses the increasing number of women who migrates for labour 
purposes, implying that the number of migrating women has not risen that much but the reasons 
as to why women are migrating have changed considerably (Rothschild 2009). This trend has 
been increasing since the 1980’s, within the process of economic globalisation (Yoshimura 
2007). Traditional African migration patterns, where men are the typical breadwinner and 
chooses to migrate in order to support the family, are increasingly becoming feminised. Many 
women take over the role of being the family supporter and they move independently, not 
following a husband or a male family member in an attempt to gain personal freedom and 
autonomy while fulfilling their own and their family’s economic needs (Yoshimura 2007). 
When examining human trafficking (HT), feminisation of migration is a way of analysing this 
phenomenon in a way that emphasises the changing role of the women in a globalised economy. 
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Since many Western countries have been experiencing a decline in birth rates, aging 
population, lack of labour and decreased social welfare services, migrant workers have become 
a labour substitute for various non desirable jobs (Ibid.). The feminisation of migration theory 
is closely related to the ‘feminisation of labour’, in that both theories focuses on how an 
expansion of global production and the need for flexible workers has led to a competition, 
thereby enabling more women to join the labour market (Rothschild 2009; Hossfeld 2009). 
Unfortunately many migrants are very vulnerable because of the language barriers and not 
knowing the local laws which can lead to exploitation. Thus many migrant women end up in 
the sex-industry. According to Stephanie A. Limoncelli, sex work often involves violence, 
slave like conditions, debt and abuse of power or authority in the recruitment of women (2009). 
It is a grey area where distinguishing between sex work and human trafficking overlaps and 
opens to further discussion. 
 
Western Feminist Theory 
 
According to Sondra Farganis, Western feminism argues that women are oppressed or 
dominated by men and that the systematic oppression is a result of the patriarchy (1994). In the 
1970s, Western feminism considered family, marriage and prostitution as an expression of 
patriarchy and a form of violence towards women, where the female body and sexuality were 
controlled by masculine interests (Kempadoo 2001). Kathleen Barry made the term "sexual 
slavery"  popular in order to illustrate the conditions that women faced under patriarchy, and 
identified sex as a primary basis for power and authority in society (1984). 
HT could be seen from the following branches of western feminism - radical and liberal 
feminist perspectives. As Limoncelli argues, radical feminist theory advocates for the abolition 
of sex work, because this phenomenon is maintained by patriarchy and often involves crime 
elements, which exploits and humiliates in nature and violates human rights (2009). Other 
narratives, opposing radical feminist ideas are often proposed by a liberal feminist or sex work 
approach which argues that sex workers should have a “right to labour” (Kempadoo 2001). It 
rejects the discourse that all paid sex work is exploitative and argues that prostitution should 
be decriminalised in order to protect women’s rights and create better overall conditions for 
the women to work under. However, even though radical and liberal feminism have different 
(eradicate or liberate) approaches towards sex work, both perspectives are coming from the 
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same Western narrative, where the woman is seen under male dominance and struggles for 
emancipation and gender equality. 
 
Third World Feminist Theory 
 
Third world feminism represents women, mainly from developing countries, who do not agree 
that their issues are fully reflected by a Western feminist ideology. Western feminism 
represents white, middle class women and their struggle to liberate themselves from patriarchy 
and sexual objectification. Meanwhile, women in the Global South do not accept that all 
women are sharing the same problems such as oppressions and willingness to liberate 
themselves from objectification, sexual repression and a male dominating society. Third world 
feminism states that instead of seeing all women as being part of a “global sisterhood”, there 
are actually many differences between them (Mohanty 2003). Furthermore this theory argues 
that there should be more attention drawn to the specific history of a country e.g. by includ ing 
an analysis of how colonialism has affected a society as in the case of Nigeria. It argues, that 
women of colour are being marginalised by Western feminism, but they are not passive or 
voiceless. As Chandra T. Mohanty states, sisterhood would be much better illustrated where 
concrete struggles are a basis for global women’s solidarity instead of common oppressions or 
shared identity, and where alliance not unity would be a preferable political goal (2003). 
When discussing HTISI in the context of colonialism and from a feminist perspective, we find 
it relevant to discuss Gayatri Spivak. Spivak wrote extensively on postcolonialism from a 
subaltern woman's perspective, often focusing on the agency of the women in contrast to the 
Eurocentric or Western-centric narrative (McEwan 2009). Her criticism of the postcolonia list 
discourse is interesting because HTISI can be argued to relate back to colonial times. 
Approaching this phenomenon from a third world feminist point of view, Spivak manages to 
identify the subaltern women´s narrative and clarify the difference between feminist theories. 
In relation to this project, the subaltern women are, metaphorically, the ones deciding to 
participate in HTISI, and opposing their narrative is a more Western-centric perception of the 
women as being innocent victims presented by Western feminists. Whether the women are 
agents or victims in this system is a question which might not have a straightforward answer. 
It is becoming increasingly apparent as we continue our research that the agency of the women 
involved in HTISI is a grey zone. 
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Transnational Feminist Theory 
 
Transnational feminism we regard as being a combination of Western and Third world 
feminism. This theory, we would argue, has a broader scope than the previous mentioned 
theories because it also considers other issues such as colonialism, economics, race and human 
rights and nationalism within a globalised world. In the context of sex work, transnationa l 
feminism perceive the women more as an active agent than a victim. This approach is especially 
important when examining the push factors in Nigerian society that cause HTISI, because this 
theory is regarding Nigerian women as having agency in the matter. But HT is not only a 
woman's choice to get involved in prostitution, it is a much more complex global phenomenon, 
caused by structural global inequalities of wealth and power distribution and constantly 
diminishing resources for the poor people in developing countries (Kempadoo 2001). Within 
our research topic of HTISI in a Nigerian context, there are several aspects of transnationa l 
feminism that are important for our analysis.  
First of all, regarding the colonialism, imperialism and racial issues, transnational feminism 
contests the Western feminist narrative of sex work as being a masculine violent coercion of 
women, and instead stresses that the imperial, colonial and neocolonial power structures of the 
world, have complicated the scene of prostitution globally, so that there is no universa l 
scapegoat any longer (Patil 2011). The theory emphasises the fact that times have changed 
since the twentieth century and that sex work entails many other elements than just male 
violation towards females. It asks us to engage in debates considering the global, postmodern 
changes in societies of today and the changes in prostitution which refuse to stay static. It 
encourages us to ask ourselves what prostitution suddenly means when a significantly higher 
number of sex workers belong to the “other”, a term Edward Said used in his notion of 
Orientalism, when referring to other races or ethnicities than that of the West (Said 1978). 
Transnational feminism argues that coloured women are represented excessively in the sex-
industry and other un/semi-skilled practices (Kempadoo 2001). The sex-tourism also seems 
prone to target the “exotic” brand of brown and black girls mainly from third world countries. 
After all in a postcolonial country such as Nigeria, where wealth is unevenly distributed, 
women tend to seek for underground alternatives e.g. lucrative sex work in order to survive 
(Ibid.).  
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Secondly, transnational feminism criticize Western monetary institutions and their policies 
towards developing countries. The economic infrastructure of developing countries, meant that 
these countries were compelled to take money from the IMF and to follow the structural 
adjustment programs that stems from neoliberal economic policies (Kempadoo 2001). This has 
led to an increasing need for emigration (including into sex-industry), as nations were not able 
to engage within the international market with the means of only supplying agricultura l 
productions or different resources (Ibid.). Women who are involved in sex work in the Western 
world, send remittances back to their families in their home country, which contributes to the 
nation’s economy (Ibid.). Therefore transnational feminists argue that the western governments 
along with the Bretton Woods institutions should acknowledge the consequences that has risen 
from their neoliberal economic legislations in regards to the global sex-industry (Ibid.). From 
this we estimate that Nigeria is a nation which has poor management of its economy, even 
though they are rich in natural resource i.e. oil. Many women therefore leave the country in 
pursuit of a life abroad that might lead to better economic prospects. As there is a demand for 
‘women of color’ in western nations, Nigerian women are often exploited once they arrive to 
their destination by traffickers and madams and as most of their earning go towards the debt 
they took to get there, they are only able to send a little amount back home (Plambech 2014). 
Subsequently, remittance plays a major role in the Nigerian economy, in particularly in Benin 
City. Thus neoliberal laws have allowed the exploitation of women from nations such as 
Nigeria to flourish and as a result it has also lead to financial gains in both host and native 
country.  
Last but not the least, transnational feminism discusses aspect of gender and human rights. It 
is undeniable that the sex work business is dominated by women. Where the liberal feminis ts 
claim this is an empowerment of the women´s agency, radical feminists emphasise that sex 
work removes agency because men/customers lay claim to the woman's body (Limonce ll i 
2009). This is a discussion about the understanding of sex work and gender inequality which 
does not consider the broader perspective. Transnational feminism is a response to this ongoing 
debate which demands a broader understanding of the phenomenon. Going beyond the radical 
and liberal understanding of sex work, Limoncelli explains an approach to HTISI where the 
idea of how globalisation is benefiting the women involved in the practise should be 
investigated, and speaks for “A gendered political economy of the international sex trade” 
understanding of the phenomenon (2009: 265). This means that the transnational feminist 
approach to HTISI considers other factors, in addition to the ones mentioned by Western 
feminisms, such as globalisation and gendered economy in a capitalist context. The debate 
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surrounding gender and human rights from a transnational point of view is therefore influenced 
by interdisciplinary methods and are based on the assumption that women are not part of a 
“global sisterhood” but rather they stress the differences between women in different countries, 
societies and cultures (Mohanty 2003). 
To sum up, we will apply these considerations of colonialism, economy, gender and race of 
transnational feminism in our analysis. Where we will review the Nigerian context and 
implement transnational aspects in order to understand the interdisciplinary socio-cultura l, 
economic and political circumstances, that we assume contribute for Nigerian women to be 
involved in a HTISI. We will also base a part of analysis on poverty and how this affects the 
Nigerian women on the individual and societal levels that pushes into HTISI. We identify 
poverty, as a consequence of long troublesome historical development and also as the one that 
causes various issues such as lack of education, poor social mobility or even corruption among 
many others. The existing poverty in Nigeria, is much attributed to the previous imperia list 
regimes, and the former colonies still live with the repercussions of it (Patil 2011). 
Counteracting liberal and radical feminist theories which focuses on the structures within 
(usually western societies), that causes oppression or inequality, the transnational feminis ts 
highlight issues with post colonialism, migration, imperialism, race, gender etc. (Ibid.). We use 
transnational feminism in order to analyse the Nigerian narrative of HTISI, since it is their 
experience of the lived poverty that shapes their narrative of the industry. Moreover, we will 
contest our new Nigerian perspective with Western feminism narratives, where we will mainly 
base the discussion within the lines of women engaged into the HTISI as the victims or agents.  
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Chapter IV - The Nigerian Context  
 
Before analysing the push factors which causes HTISI, we need to dig deeper into the different 
aspects of Nigerian society, which creates hardships or difficulties that essentially leads to 
vulnerability (which we also refer to as circumstances or factors) amongst its people. As 
mentioned in the previous chapters, we believe that there exists certain circumstances in the 
Nigerian society which are facilitating trafficking and even making HTISI seem like a good 
alternative, compared to the lived poverty the women who have engage in this practice have 
experienced. Indeed we hear the same argument from DeWan and Lohan saying; “If hardship 
results in vulnerability and vulnerability results in trafficking, then Nigeria ought to be a 
significant country for the supply of victims and so it is“ (2012: 33b). Therefore, we will in this 
chapter focus on outlining a historical and more recent context, to demonstrate the connection 
between cultural, economic and political circumstances in contemporary Nigerian society.  
 
Historical Background of Nigeria 
 
An appropriate beginning to our story of “modern day slavery” in Nigeria, would be at the end 
of the slave trade. In 1807, Britain prohibited the trading in human beings and continued to 
make treaties that ensured a British dominance of the West African coast, with the intent of 
controlling the naval transportation of slaves (Falola 2009). According to Falola this dominance 
of the sea passage was what eventually made the colonisation possible and in a combination of 
the attractive natural resources of the country (palm oil, peanuts and cocoa), the incentives to 
annex Nigeria was high (Ibid). In 1836, Britain was asserting their dominance through violence 
and was met with a counter reaction using the same means, a power battle that would continue 
to escalate (Ibid.).  
 
Nigeria - A Violent Past 
 
Nigeria became independent when Britain renounced its colonial powers in 1960 (Kingsley 
2013; Ebbe 1999; Carling 2006). During the period of colonialism Nigeria, had been exposed 
to violence, subjugation and exploitation of various kinds. Rising from the ashes, Nigeria was 
a country in need of new leadership, however unable to handle its newly found freedom which 
resulted in different military regimes, corrupt governments and radical religious groups 
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(Kingsley 2013; Ebbe 1999). By examining the previous history in Nigeria, we begin to 
understand how this military nexus survived for sixteen years. The “sins of the fathers” is a 
well-known quotation from the Holy Bible, referring to how the past can influence and effect 
the present (The bible no date: Exodus 34:7). In this context, we can employ this metaphor to 
explain the relationship between historical and current events in Nigeria. It portrays, the 
frustrations of being controlled and judged by previous mistakes and reflects very well the 
situation in Nigeria, where violence had prevailed during the colonial occupation and continued 
after up until this day. Despite, these previous “sins”, Nigeria fought to regain control of its 
freedom. The democratic elections of 1999 resulted in the election of the former head of state, 
Obasanjo, who had led the country during one of the military juntas, but despite this fact he 
represented a new hope to overcome poverty, corruption and the long lasting violence 
prevailing in the country (Kingsley 2013; Ebbe 1999; DeWan & Lohan 2012). By examining, 
current issues within Nigerian society in a historical context, we can see the continuing issue 
of violence and especially toward women who have been discrimina ted against. We argue that 
the experiences during colonialism has largely helped shape contemporary Nigeria as we see 
it today and in a sense contributed to create an environment in which HTISI can exist.   
 
Contemporary Background of Nigeria 
 
We are now moving on from the historical background and onto the contemporary 
background of Nigeria. This part will entail how Nigeria has coped post-colonisation, how 
the misuse of the nation’s rich natural resources has led the country to become poorer and 
how this has been contributed by politicians looking out for themselves instead of the 
inhabitants. We will also review how corruption contributes to the prevention of human 
trafficking and how this affect the Nigerian women. 
 
Nigeria - Rich Country But Poor State 
 
After its independence from Britain in 1960s, Nigeria experienced decades of civil wars and 
military rules, it was only in the 1970s and 1980s a succession of military coups was interrupted 
by a brief period of civilian rule, from 1979 to 1983 (EIU 2009; Carling 2006). Today Nigeria 
is a Federal Republic and is being governed by a president Muhammadu Buhari elected in 
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2015. Since Nigeria returned to democracy in May 1999 the country has been facing many 
challenges such as national reconciliation, national reconstruction, economic reform and 
democratic consolidation (Okunlola 2014). After experiencing the chaos of a military rule, 
decades of violence and deep economic crisis, the democratic transition had many obstacles in 
Nigeria. Although the country has enormous human and natural resources, including the 
biggest population of 177 million and being the largest oil exporter in Africa, the country still 
ranks among one of the poorest in the world. According to Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) 
world Factbook, Nigeria's general domestic product (GDP) per capita is 6,100 US dollar 
(2014), which results to 70% of country’s population living below the poverty line (2010 est.) 
and 23, 9 % (2011 est.) are unemployed. In our project we are going to address these problems 
and consider how low wages and high unemployment might contribute to an environment in 
which HTISI is considered a viable option for accumulating enough wealth to sustain a 
livelihood. Similarly, according to United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) Human 
development report and CIA Factbook, Human development index (HDI), which measures the 
access to a long and healthy life, access to knowledge and a decent standard of living ranks 
Nigeria 152 out of 187 (2014). This is also an issue we are going to discuss in relation to the 
education of the women in Nigeria where we will be examining how low education, can cause 
these women to engage in HTISI. Considering these facts, Nigeria could therefore be described 
as a rich country, but with a poor state. Even though the country has big economic potential for 
development because of its oil and other natural resources, the population faces poverty, bad 
quality of life and a lack of opportunities. As these factors are important in our discussion about 
the agency of the women, since it could be argued that economic distress do create a situation 
where, people are forced to take jobs in order to provide for themselves and their family.  
According to Transparency international (2014), Nigeria is also ranked one of the most corrupt 
places in world. The country has not been able to solve the difficulties, after a long period of 
militarism, corruption and public treasury looting or “winner takes it all” politics that is deeply 
rooted in many levels of Nigerian society and this has had devastating effects on the democracy 
(Okunlola 2014). In our project, we are going to examine how corruption in the country is 
enabling the HTISI market. Moreover, we consider that a failure of the Structural Adjustment 
Programme that had already begun in 1986 by General Ibrahim Babangida , which intended to 
regulate the economic situation and caused a huge debt to Nigeria until recently, resulted in a 
slow economic growth and led many people into the poverty (EIU 2009). Economic 
deprivation, unemployment, violence and corruption among many other factors has caused 
many Nigerians to migrate and look for the better life opportunities in USA, Europe or the 
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Middle East (Okojie 2009). By first looking at the factors causing HTISI, we intend to create 
a base from which we are able to discuss the Nigerian women´s agency and compare it to 
different feminist narratives.  
 
Neoliberal Economy 
 
In order to understand why Nigerian women engage in HTISI, it is important to understand 
how the country has developed politically after the gain of independence in 1960s and what 
effect this has had for the women. One of the important political factors we have identified, is 
the implementation of neoliberal policies in the Nigerian Economy. 
Neoliberalism is an economical school of thought, based on liberal economists such as Adam 
Smith and David Ricardo. It was further developed by Friedrich von Hayek and Milton 
Friedman in the University of Chicago (Gledhill 2007). It is based on their assumptions of 
individualism, utility maximisation and laissez -faire principles of the markets ability to 
regulate itself, therefore this economic theory argues for no state intervention. Neoliberalism 
has become a centre part of global competitive economics and it has established rules for global 
lending agencies to world’s crisis affected countries including those in Africa. 
Many African countries have engaged with Bretton Woods’s institution International monetary 
fund (IMF) in order to get loans and restore the economy. However, the loans were often given 
through the Structural Adjustment Program (SAP) with conditionality’s that commonly include 
considerable cut-backs in public welfare. Local population could not gain the advantages, 
because mainly the conditionality’s required to reduce spending on the social development of 
education, health and related sectors, also to promote trade liberalisation and capital mobility 
across national boundaries as well as disregard for employment and environment (Ingwe 2014). 
Even though in 70s Nigerian government used the wealth from the resources to invest into 
development of infrastructure and population, it didn’t last long due to global economic crisis 
and structural adjustment program. After the independence and a devastating civil war (1967-
1970s), Nigeria was experiencing a prosperous period, due to the high oil prices and increase 
in revenues  in 1970s (Lewis 2006:99). According to Olumide Victor Ekanade, Nigeria at that 
time focused on “welfare” orientation strategies where the government was investing a lot in 
the domestic development and providing transport system, road networks, public building and 
health infrastructure (2014). Also the rates of employment, food subsidies, transport, education 
and health were increasing during the prosperous period. However, the global oil crisis in 1980s 
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sorely affected Nigeria and its economy dramatically declined. Export revenues declined by 53 
% from 27, 1 billion. US dollar to 12, 1 billion. US dollars and at the same time the interna l 
public debt increased by 72 % which became 26, 9 billion. US dollars, while the external debts 
rose to 14.13 billion. US dollars in the period between 1980 and 1982 (Lewis 2006). The 
country has experienced a lot of instability, bankruptcy and unemployment. In order to tackle 
the crisis, General Babangida promised that the loan from International Monetary Fund (IMF) 
would solve the economic crisis and increase growth, but eventually, the loan accompanied by 
SAP was a package of neoliberal economic reforms, primarily aimed at strengthening market 
forces and restrict the state which did not create better conditions for the Nigerian people, 
agriculture or industry (Ekanade 2014; Gopalkrishna & Oloruntoba 2012; Ingwe 2014). Trade 
liberation caused the bankruptcy of many companies and later on, the whole textile industry, 
since local producers could not compete with cheap Chinese imported fabrics (Ekanade 2014). 
Unfair resource distribution led to an energy crisis and an increased inflation and rising prices 
made life even more complicated for the masses (Ibid.). Privatisation of the state owned 
industries left many unemployed and took out much revenues from national budget. Moreover, 
the cuts in health and education led to infant mortality and decreasing numbers of secondary 
schools and the decline in the quality of education (Ibid.). These examples illustrate, that 
Nigeria’s history was influenced not only by decades of colonialist rule, but also by a new form 
of post-colonialism which can be seen as a continuation of the former colonialism,  however 
in different ways, usually through different means of economic and political dependence on 
help from the international community (McEwan 2009). In order to get internationa l 
recognition and economical partnership Nigeria had to follow specific demands on how the 
government should arrange the budgets and implement regulations which were not always in 
the best interest for the country, its population and in particularly the Nigerian women. 
Therefore, lack of education, poor healthcare and economic deprivation are factors which are 
present in Nigeria up to this day still largely influences women’s decisions to engage in HTISI.  
 
Corruption and Prevention of Human Trafficking 
 
The Nigerian government pays a great deal of attention to combatting HT, as they in 2000 
signed the international Palermo protocol to protect the victims of this crime. As we have earlier 
discussed, former president Obasanjo officially stated that Nigerian women became well 
known overseas, for their engagement in the sex-industry and that this dishonourable practice 
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should be abolished at any cost in Nigeria (Akor 2011). Nigeria, is thus known as a human 
trafficking hotspot, which not only limited to Nigerian women, but serves as a transit place for 
women coming from other Sub Saharan African countries (Plambech 2015).  Moreover, with 
the creation of the National agency for the prohibition of trafficking in persons and other related 
matters (NAPTIP), Nigeria was the first African state to enact the law and formally crimina lise 
human trafficking in 2003 (NAPTIP 2003). Among a variety of goals, the agency mainly 
focuses on coordination of laws, communication, establishment between various treaties, 
protection and rehabilitation of victims and prosecution of the criminals (NAPTIP 2003). 
However, despite these big efforts, Nigeria still remains the country with the highest number 
of trafficked victims in Europe (Eurostat 2015). It is important to understand how effective the 
government’s efforts to combat human trafficking are, in order to answer why HTISI still 
occurs in Nigeria and how this affects the women who engage in the practise. 
In practice, even though the government puts effort into combating HT, it faces many 
challenges such as high profits and low risks of punishment for traffickers or corruption within 
judicial system (Uwa et al 2014). Since, Nigerian people live in poverty and face instability 
and corruption in their society, it is difficult to implement and keep the arrangement of the legal 
structure and the nature of law enforcement. The corruption becomes evident when law 
enforcement agents refuse to investigate violent crimes against women because they are not 
able to pay the costs or to give the bribes for the investigators (Uwa et al 2014). Furthermore, 
trafficked women have claimed that state officials are often involved in HTISI, by assisting to 
provide fake documents and with the movement across the borders (Akor 2011; Uwa et al 
2014). According to Akor, obstacles such as the involvement of various hustlers, fake lawyers 
who set up illegal contracts between the women and traffickers, “self-styled” evangelists who 
pray for women or traditional voodooists who hold the victims to their promises (2011). It 
seems that it is not only the women and their traffickers who are involved in HT, but in fact 
there are many stakeholders attached to the practice who will find a niche to earn a living too. 
This means that the women have to pay several additional fees for the whole chain of actors 
involved in the trafficking process and in the end it highly increases their debts. Occasionally, 
the women are not aware of how difficult the working conditions are and what is waiting them, 
as they have clearly not realise how large their debt is and how long it will take them to pay it 
back. Also, as several trafficking procedures, involves religious or traditional ceremonies, 
where women take an oath to pay back the debt and seal a contract with the traffickers. Here, 
the women are reassured to have a successful experience abroad, however once trafficked, the 
women are often trapped and forced into sex work. Traffickers use women’s naivety to take 
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advantage of, in terms of their faith, before deceiving them into HT. Nevertheless, the Nigerian 
government strives to implement the laws to combat HT and is an example for its neighbouring 
countries. Although, it is a long and complex process which will take time and effort, especially 
when there are so many obstacles. 
Okonufua et al. suggests that, perhaps not much has been achieved to prevent human traffick ing 
in Nigeria (2004). This is because of the scarcity of scientific and empirical evidence that would 
help eradicate HT (Okonufua et al. 2004). It is important to understand risk factors associated 
with trafficking, the women’s attitude towards the practices and their belief about the programs 
and policies in order to prevent it. Several authors state, that most of the Nigerian women 
willing to migrate, know that they will work within the sex-industry and they consider it as an 
opportunity to reduce unemployment, gain wealth and increase living standard (Plambech 
2014; Okonufua et al 2004). This means, that the Nigerian women are not only traffick ing 
‘victims’, but active agents in this process. It is often a joint effort, of the family to collect the 
money for the journey and encourage the woman to migrate and become the breadwinners for 
their families, instead of being a burden (Plambech 2014:159). On the other hand, even though 
many women realise the risks of engaging in sex work, such as sexual transmitted diseases 
(STD’s), shame brought on the family or unsuitable marriage potentials, there is not much 
awareness of the reality that the majority of the women will experience (Okonufua et al 2004). 
HTISI presents an opportunity for the women to send remittance to their families but it is also 
a struggle to repay a huge debt to the traffickers and a lived experience of daily violence. Agbu 
suggest, that in order to combat human trafficking and enlighten the women, it is important to 
involve all levels of society including the women, their families, their communities and other 
traditional institutions (Agbu 2003). Public awareness should be spread through workshops, 
seminars, conferences and through print and electronic media, like the billboard on our front 
page. There should be a focus on enacting the laws, increasing the punishment for trafficke rs, 
discouraging excessive materialism and the culture of ‘get rich quick’  and  creating education 
and employment for the youths (Agbu 2003).  
Even though the Nigerian government puts enough emphasis into eradicating the phenomena, 
they however experience a lot of difficulties in abolishing it. This is mainly because HTISI 
presents an opportunity for women to enter into the labour market and to generate wealth. If 
women were forbidden to migrate, they and their families’ economic situation would become 
even worse. It would take away the agency of the women to choose alternative options. This 
argument is very much in line with a liberal approach to HTISI, which argues that if it is 
abolished many of the women will actually suffer the consequence due to them returning to the 
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poverty that they tried to escape. Therefore the argument is that it will be difficult to abolish 
and eradicate HT unless there are other alternatives offered for the women. Viewing the 
situation in this way would suggest that it is very important to establish laws, but the 
government should also focus on the issue of trying to eradicate corruption and increase social 
benefits and employment.    
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Chapter V - Analysis of the Main Factors  
 
Our research has led us to believe that there exists several reasons as to why women choose to 
migrate into the sex-industry. These, we refer to as push and pull factors but can also be seen 
as a supply and demand curve where the women are the supplies and the customers are the 
demanders (UNESCO 2006). In this chapter we will be an analysing four main themes or push 
factors that directly and indirectly influence poverty. To get a broad but still focused 
understanding of the phenomenon, we have decided to divide our analysis of poverty into three 
categories; socio cultural, political and economic containing the four push factors; norms and 
values, corruption, education and economy. During our preliminary research for this project 
we were able to discover an extensive number of factors that contributed or affected the 
migration of Nigerian women. Though interesting, we decided that some of them such as, 
religion, sexuality, taboo and stigmatisation was not a direct consequence of poverty and were 
therefore abandoned. Because of the poor education systems, the lack of jobs and the status of 
women in the Nigerian society, poverty is an inevitable element that is bound to appear. This 
in turn, is more likely to lead women to seek out other opportunities to attain a better financ ia l 
standing where they are able to assume the breadwinner role. 
 
Norms and Values 
 
We will start by looking into the socio-cultural aspect where we amongst many have chosen to 
focus on how patriarchy and family structure, with a focus on the how feminisation of labour 
and migration, has changed the structure of family to establish the consequences this has for 
the women engaging in HTISI. Examining the shift in the traditional role of the women from 
housewife to provider, we look at patriarchy from a Western feminist point of view. We will 
be addressing how poverty becomes a crucial motivation for the women who are restricted 
from inheriting and therefore must find other means of generating financial income. In this 
section of our project we seek to elaborate on how this family structure can lead to HTISI and 
how that can possibly affect the women's agency within the phenomenon. Furthermore we will 
include the example of divorce and how this affects the Nigerian women in a society based on 
patriarchal structures.  
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Patriarchy and Family Structure 
  
In our conceptual framework section, we discovered that patriarchy, in many instances can be 
a disadvantage for women.  When examining patriarchy in relation to HTISI, we find it 
necessary to include an analysis of how the different Western feminist’s approach this concept. 
The earlier mentioned Western liberal and radical feminists both come from a common 
understanding of HTISI as being a result of patriarchal structures within society. Where the 
radical approach advocates for the abolition of sex work in order to prevent the exploitation of 
women, the liberal emphasises that a decriminalisation will ensure that the sex work business 
is a controlled environment in which the women have certain economic and political rights 
(Limoncelli 2009; Lobasz 2009). These feminist approaches recognise patriarchy as a 
facilitator but we also consider that breaking with such a structure, like the feminisation of 
migration and labour does, can further enable HTISI. The Nigerian women involved in the 
practice might be affected by a decriminalised working environment as liberal feminism 
suggests, although we also contemplate that a possible decriminalisation would change public 
opinion against HTISI. Hence the importance here is to make the distinction between sex work 
and human trafficking into sex work because the latter still have the element of indentured 
labour and is therefore by nature very exploitative. We would argue that a shift in public 
opinion of HTISI together with the breakdown of the traditional role of the women, could 
possibly change the women´s perception of the industry, thereby giving them more agency. 
This we argue, is because the research done by Okonofua et al. concluded that faith based 
campaigns against HTISI was affecting public opinion (2004). We recognise that their 
argumentation were intended for the abolition of the practise but we consider, if the same 
argument could be used the other way around, where women who engage in HTISI would not 
be stigmatised to the same degree. 
Even though women in Nigeria have experienced an empowerment of their agency due to the 
feminisation of migration where there has been a shift in the traditional roles in the household, 
they can still experience suppression within their family. The worldwide increase in 
globalisation and capitalism has meant that an increasing number of people have access to the 
internet and travel opportunities, although in the Nigerian society women are still bound by 
cultural expectations and certain family structures such as patriarchy (UNESCO 2006; Nnadi 
2012). On the issue of inheritance, UNESCO elaborates that women are indeed still ruled by a 
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patriarchal system. “... Women are trapped within a rigid hierarchy where the will of men is to 
be respected. This makes them extremely vulnerable to the manipulation and influence of 
traffickers” (UNESCO 2006: 37). This rather biased statement is backed up by a more 
objective argumentation made by Okonofua et al., who also highlights the problem of women 
being unable to inherit property and are therefore forced to consider other options to guarantee 
their livelihood (2004). We consider this to be a cultural phenomenon that is enabled by a 
patriarchal structure of the family which have severe economic consequences for the women.  
The patriarchal aspect of this issue becomes apparent in the case of a divorce. There are two 
sides, one needs to consider when discussing the impact of broken homes of HTISI, namely 
the women and the children. On the one hand, the women being divorced or divorcing their 
husbands will have to generate their own wealth. In her dissertation Plambech interviewed a 
woman in such a situation (2014). Grace was divorced from her husband and found that she 
had to provide for their two shared children which she tried to do by taking a job at a restaurant 
(Ibid.). Unfortunately this job did not pay enough that she could support her family and one 
day she was approached by a woman who offered Grace money to travel to Italy and work 
there as a prostitute (Ibid.). In this situation the woman (Grace) is affected by a divorce to such 
a degree that her only option is to engage in HTISI which is an example that supports the results 
of the study made by Okonofua et al. (2004) where almost 50% of women in Benin City regards 
HTISI as a profitable endeavour. Furthermore the study has shown that “... divorced women 
were 7 times more likely to support sex trafficking than unmarried young women.” (Okonofua 
et al. 2004: 1323). All of these findings indicates, that the marital status affect the incentives to 
support and even participate in HTISI. This is an interesting notion since we seek to uncover 
the influence of certain push factors present in Nigerian society, regarding the agency the 
women have when entering HTISI. It seems like, divorced women are more prone to approach 
HTISI with more positive expectations than young girls who are unmarried. This could 
indicate, that the responsibility of providing for a family is an important push factor which 
leads women into HTISI. The other side of divorce we consider is the issue of children growing 
up in a broken home, as an orphan or have experienced violence during their upbringing, are 
more prone to have “... behavioral and emotional disturbances that can be associated with the 
perpetration or experiencing of violence later in life.” (Nnadi 2012: 53). What this indicates is 
that a child's experiences during its upbringing shapes their later life. Orphaned children, it 
must be mentioned, can both be a result of divorce or because of death in the family where they 
are abandoned. In 2003, UNESCO estimated, based on data collected by Unicef, “that there 
were 7,000,000 orphans in Nigeria, which represents 10% of all children between 0 and 17 
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years old” and noted that following a divorce, many parents abandoned their children 
(UNESCO 2006: 37). This statement is highly debatable and we approach it very critica lly. 
Whilst we acknowledge that, children growing up in a vulnerable environment are more likely 
to be exposed to and engaged in HTISI in their later life, we have found no reliable sources 
confirming that children are abandoned by both parents in the case of a divorce. On the 
contrary, when looking at the example of Grace and the numbers presented in the study made 
by Okonofua et al., it seems more likely that the woman is the one who ends up providing for 
the children.   
Based on our analysis and discussion of the patriarchal family structure in Nigerian society, we 
can conclude that such a system is enabling HTISI to some degree. We argue this is because 
feminisation of migration and labour has caused a shift in the role of the woman within the 
family structure where patriarchy is still prevailing (Nnadi 2012). This means that the woman 
is regarded as another breadwinner for the family but at the same time she is still expected to 
be submissive to her husband. Within such a set-up, the foundation for women to end up in 
HTISI is ideal especially if we look at the divorce example. Here, the woman has to take care 
of any children from the previous marriage but is still subject to the gender discrimina tion 
existing within the patriarchal structures of society. The feminisation of labour ensures that she 
can take a job and the feminisation of migration enables her to migrate to obtain that job. In a 
situation like the one Grace experienced, her income in the restaurant business was not 
sufficient to support her family, she then decided to migrate for prostitution purposes to Italy. 
Grace´s experience was an example of how cultural norms and values can cause women to 
venture into the business of HT to do sex work. The existing patriarchal structures is therefore 
one way of understanding what leads women to migrate. As we continue our analysis of these 
factors we understand that an examination of the corruption and unequal distribution of wealth 
within the Nigerian society might be another way of understanding the underlying motivat ions 
driving the women. 
 
Corruption 
 
Up until now we have been addressing the socio-cultural factor of patriarchy in Nigerian 
society, which we have argued, in a combination with feminisation of migration and labour 
have created an environment where women are encouraged to engage in HTISI. Other 
important factors can include corruption amongst the political elite and other agents who are 
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involved in HT. We are now going to take a better look at how corruption in Nigeria has 
affected the wealth distribution amongst its citizens and how this influences the growing gap 
between rich and poor which leads to poverty. Furthermore we will discuss why the Nigerian 
government is failing to eradicate HT and how this affects the women in question.   
 
Corruption and Unequal Distribution of Wealth 
 
Corruption has direct consequences for Nigerian women who engage in HTISI (Ingwe 2014; 
Agbu 2004; Akor 2011). It is a reason that creates an environment in which women are pushed 
into migration and we argue, that corruption is also making it very difficult to combat the HTISI 
in Nigeria. The creation of unsatisfactory living conditions for the Nigerian population is 
attributed to the corrupt ruling elites and the unequal distribution of wealth (Okunlola 2014; 
Ingwe 2014; Agbiboa 2012). The corrupted government elites abuse the power, loot the public 
treasury and do not put emphasis on the social welfare policies and as a result it forces the 
population to find alternative ways of sustaining themselves often by choosing to migrate 
(Ingwe 2014). Women are especially vulnerable in these situations. We discussed earlier, how 
Nigeria had a patriarchal family structure in which women are dominated by men and we have 
explained what this has meant, in relation to the stigmatisation of the women participating in 
the practise. We now consider how the effects of a corrupt society has made the platform from 
which HTISI is becoming an increasingly viable option for the women. 
According to Transparency International, Nigeria is ranked one of the most corrupt places in 
world (2014). Moreover, Dowden states that; “politics in Nigeria is a business career and any 
politician who does not end up a multi-millionaire is regarded as a fool” (2008: 445). This 
suggests that the country is somehow plagued by an unhealthy attitude towards politics that 
prioritises the individual's gain of wealth and power, instead of the well-being of citizens in 
Nigeria. This is an issue which is highly problematic, because it creates an environment where 
money and the access to wealth equals success, which generates from the elite and is able to 
trickle down the social layers.  
Corruption exist in all political systems, but is mainly dominant in developing countries. This 
is because in the Western world corruption is seen as unethical, however in Nigeria it has 
cultural roots and can also be understood as a gesture to express gratitude or loyalty, as well as 
an opportunity to generate additional income (Agbiboa 2012). Looking at the history of 
Nigeria, we can see how the country is influenced by traditions of military regimes. Thus, the 
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ones with power dictated the rules, combat became a dominant principle rather than dialogue, 
disregard of court orders and violation of human rights became usual practice. These are not 
the values of democracy and oppose values of freedom, equality, moral principles and human 
rights. One could argue, that democracy does not have a long history in Nigeria and was 
imposed by the Western countries, therefore it takes a long time to change the mentality. It 
becomes even more difficult, especially living in difficult economic conditions, therefore 
corruption continues to be a common practice between Nigerians. However, corruption has 
direct negative outcomes for the complexity of social, economic and political issues and the 
eradication of corruption has become highly important in all societies but the abuse of public 
office for private gains is unfortunately still quite common in Nigeria (Ingwe 2014). It often 
occurs through bribery in order to influence local policies and gain advantages, profit, or by 
abusing personal power for benefits even without a bribe through nepotism or the theft of 
state’s assets or natural resources (Agbu 2003). Despite, big oil wealth, Afeikhena, drawing 
upon World Bank report, estimates, that only 80 percent of Nigeria’s oil and natural gas 
revenues go to 1 percent of country’s population, which represents the elite, and the other 20 
percent go for remaining 99 percent (Afeikhena et al. 2005). It is also estimated, that Nigeria 
had 107 billion (bln.) US dollars in private wealth held abroad (Ibid.). Keeping the money in 
foreign accounts is one of the reasons why economic stagnation in the country has not ended. 
With an overwhelming portion of the country's wealth going to a small percentage of the 
population, spending was reduced resulting a fall in economic growth which caused an income 
reduction and increased unemployment and poverty. As a result, most Nigerians have been 
excluded from the benefits of the country's wealth and strain to live below the poverty line. 
This inevitably means, that many women lack basic education, decent nutrition and access to 
health and other social services. Poverty, due to unequal wealth distribution, places the women 
in a onerous situation where they do not have many options to sustain their livelihoods and to 
contribute their share in supporting and providing for their families. 
According to Adunola Adepoju, poverty impacts women more severely than men (2004). This 
is especially, because of the traditional gender roles of labour distribution, where they have 
much more pressure and responsibilities regarding caring for their husbands, children, in-laws, 
siblings and their own parents (Adepoju 2004). The government do not focus enough on 
investments towards creating the basic social infrastructures and empowering the population 
and as a consequence poverty is growing. Therefore, the women become vulnerable and look 
for any opportunities to improve their situation to the point where engaging in HTISI might 
seem as a considerable option. According to Okojie the major push factor that causes Nigerian 
Roskilde Universitet                        Roskilde University 
Den samfundsvidenskabelige bacheloruddannelse    The Bachelor Study Programme in Social Science 
 
42 
women to engage into HTISI in the Edo state is the poor governance (2009). In her article, 
Okojie states that the population does not benefit from the “dividends of democracy”, such as 
roads, access to clean drinking water, education and health care because of corrupted politica l 
leaders who misuse public funds on non-profitable investments (2009). It is estimated that 
during the period between 1960 and 1999, Nigerian leaders looted 440 bln. US dollars out of 
economy which is six times more than the Marshal plan in the United States of America (USA) 
or the sum to rebuild Europe after World War II (Agbiboa 2012).  This is due to the dividends 
of democracy only spreading to the party elites and not the people, therefore many Nigerians 
left the country to look for better opportunities abroad. Consequently, much of the migrat ion 
was pushed by the fact that they were promised jobs and opportunities in the post-colonia l 
period which were not implemented or made possible (Plambech 2015). Access to power and 
wealth only benefited the elite and not the people, causing disappointment and distrust. Agbu 
claims that bad governance following the Structural Adjustment Program (SAP) in 1986 with 
anti-poor conditionality’s, encouraged economic migration and brain drain and that trafficked 
women were amongst those economic migrants, who faced poverty, unemployment, difficult 
environment for women/violence (2003). These findings seems to indicate that an unequal 
distribution of wealth not only causes poverty in Nigeria but also a common distrust amongst 
the citizens. This is especially problematic because if people lose faith in their government  
their incentives to stay in the country will decrease leading to even more migration. Therefore, 
we estimate, that reducing poverty is not the only issue the government faces, they also need 
to establish trust between official institutions and the Nigerian people. We shall now move onto 
analysing the educational background of the women and their economic standing, also to see 
if they contribute to the engagement of HTISI. 
 
Education and Economy 
 
This following segment will examine how education and economic factors play a huge role in 
leading Nigerian women to migrate into the sex-industry. These factors are important for us 
to establish, as we will mention below, many women migrate willingly or due to them being 
under the influence of family or friends, in the hopes of avoiding poverty. We will explore 
what the educational and economic background of these women are and if this prevents or 
encourage them to get involved in HTISI. 
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The Effects of Education on HTISI or the Lack Thereof 
 
According to Alika & Egbochuku education is something that all children should have the right 
to (2009). Unfortunately in the Nigerian context this is not always an opportunity because some 
are either forced into marriages or because poverty means that many parents cannot afford to 
send their children to school (Alika & Egbochuku 2009).  Hence, getting an education is a 
challenge in Nigeria and the study made by Olufayo and Omotosho has shown that young girls 
are often more likely to drop out of school than boys; “Out of 7.3 million children that do not 
attend school, 62% of them are girls” (UNICEF 2004; Alika & Egbochuku 2009:136). 
Although, this study revealed that most of the women that they interviewed had some form of 
education, mainly consisting of a completed primary and secondary school (2009). This has 
also been supported by Okonofua et al. where similar results were unveiled from the 
participants (2004). This seems to confirm the previously examined patriarchal structures 
existing within Nigerian society.  If we look deeper into this issue of patriarchy and education, 
we can identify the issue of girls who are denied an education and is therefore more likely to 
be vulnerable for exposure to HTISI later in their lives.  
Another aspect of education is the health and safety concerns that occurs with women in HTISI 
as they are prone to infection by sexually transmitted diseases (STD’s) such as HIV or AIDs 
amongst others. Banke Akinrimisi´s study of domestic workers in Lagos found that, more than 
half of the participants were uninformed of STD’s or preventions (2002: cited by UNESCO 
2006). He found that, even though the government and NGO’s had invested in creating public 
awareness, many were still uneducated about STD´s (UNESCO 2006). However, the results of 
Okonofua’s et al. study seems to contradict Akinrimisi’s, as this showed that; “...98% of the 
women have heard of HIV/AIDS, while 9.5% knew of someone currently living with HIV/AIDS 
(Okonofua et al. 2004: 1320). These different results, we contemplate, could be a matter of 
formulation of the questions but most likely the answer can be found by looking at the 
following question about the preventive means, adopted by the women to avoid HIV/AIDS in 
the study by Okonofua et al. Here only 31.3% of the women reported that they used condoms 
as preventive measurement and just 12.8% used condoms every time (43.8% stated that they 
use nothing) (Okonofua et al. 2004). This indicates that even though the women in the 
Okonofua et al. study professed that they knew about HIV/AIDS their knowledge about the 
prevention of catching the illness were limited.  
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Therefore, it could be argued that education is not sufficient to prevent women from entering 
the sex-industry. Instead, the Nigerian government along with parents, communities, religious 
leader and schools ought to educate and teach these young women about the dangers of HTISI 
(Okonofua et al 2004). We contemplate that more focus should be on creating better 
educational programs that discusses the dangers of choosing this lifestyle abroad and the health 
and safety measures that should be taken when engaging in this practice. Education should be 
a priority for the government to improve on, as education can lead to self-assertiveness which 
would make women considering entering HTISI less likely to become victims to traffick ing 
but instead make a more informed decision. Hence, educating these young women, will not 
only empower them to become independent in their decision-making, it can also lead them to 
become a helpful stimulus to their family´s economy, as having a proper education can lead to 
a brighter future  (Alika & Egbochuku 2009). Also, considering the fact that education is the 
key to knowledge, it will lead to “economic empowerment for better livelihood and social 
development” (Egenti & Omoruyi 2011:131). With this being said, as not all have the 
opportunity to obtain education due to the fees, the Nigerian government should therefore 
improve the nation’s economy since it would not matter if these women have an education, if 
there are not any jobs out in the market. 
 
The Economic Structure of the Women’s Lives 
 
The economic crisis that happened back in the 1980s/90s meant that many women sought work 
elsewhere, as there was not much of a financial future in Nigeria (Carling 2006). This is partly 
due to women in Nigeria, not able to inherit money from the fathers or husbands, so 
consequently the women often “…under considerable pressure to create their own wealth to 
protect their future” (Okonofua et al 2004: 1317). Okonofua et al. also revealed that 50% of 
the women who took part of the study believed that HTISI would ultimately lead to financ ia l 
independence and wealth which they could later use to provide for their families back home 
(2004). Hence, poverty is the reason why these women choose this, as they are trying to ensure 
a better livelihood. Our interview with Plambech revealed that the women also have other 
options instead of entering HTISI, although she argued that they do not consider them to be 
“…good enough for social mobility (…) whereas leaving the country might be a better 
insurance on a long-term scale” (Plambech 2015). HTISI, is consequently a market for 
vulnerable women who are generally desperate for jobs that can help better their financ ia l 
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situation (Olufayo & Omotosho 2009). Upon entering, these women are set to work long hours 
and at the end of the day, most of their earnings go towards their madam’s/traffickers and what 
little remained after that, they often send back to their families (Plambech 2014). Therefore, 
when we are looking at the economic reasons, we should not only focus on the women but also 
the traffickers as they are similarly hindering these women from becoming financially stable 
or secure.  
Plambech in her article titled “The Trafficking Industrial Complex  – The Business of Sex, 
Deportation and Rescue among Nigerian Sex Worker Migrants” argued that remittance is also 
a major part of the economy for the Nigerian women and their families (2014). Nigeria, is the 
biggest Sub-Saharan country to receive remittance from its people living abroad and this has 
mostly shown in Benin City’s infrastructure, as many of the inhabitants live off of this, they 
usually spend the money on building newer homes or obtaining educations off of this wealth 
(Plambech 2014). This is mainly due to the fact that, most of the women that are trafficked 
abroad for sex work, are from Benin City or the Edo state in general. Since, the women were 
forced into debt, in order to be trafficked they have to solicit their bodies with the aim of 
repaying their traffickers but also attempting to provide for their families back home, which is 
the reason why they migrate in the first place (Ibid.). Plambech´s study indicated that migrat ion 
is not always because the women do not have enough money to sustain their livelihoods, but 
in fact many leave because they are being encouraged by their families to become 
breadwinners, so they can start businesses etc. (Ibid.). Furthermore, she argued that compared 
to other researchers who view these women as helpless victims, her study showed that they are 
actually empowered and because of the feminisation of migration, women are becoming the 
financial supporters of their families, which is why it is seen as a great achievement (Ibid.). On 
the other hand, many women also felt burdened by the responsibility of providing for their 
families and were therefore often relieved when deported back home (Ibid.). Nigeria is also a 
nation rich with natural resources and by tapping into these, the government could create more 
jobs on the market to boost their economy, as many women leave due to unemployment. Also, 
ensuring the improvements of laws concerning the eradication of HT, so that the women would 
be able to inherit from their husband’s or fathers, would go a long way for easing their worries 
about the uncertain future (Okonofua et al. 2004). The following part will be an analysis of 
poverty and how this plays a role in the women’s lives. We will also explore how poverty is 
the main factor that leads women to HTISI. 
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Poverty 
 
Our general observations so far has led us to believe that the existing poverty within the 
Nigerian society is the main push factor causing women to engage in HTISI. We will examine 
how poverty affects the societal scale, women’s perspective and if this leads the women to seek 
out this option. How HTISI can raise the financial structure of families and society, the agency 
that the women had in terms of their commitment to HTISI. Lastly, how these women are able 
to take loans or save enough money to get them abroad, thereby making their backgrounds of 
relative instead of absolute poverty, shall all be explored in this chapter. 
 
A Poor Girl’s Plight 
 
When analysing the level of poverty the Nigerian women face in their country, it is important 
to outline two branches of poverty that categorise the Nigerian women and their narrative of 
HTISI, namely Relative poverty and Absolute poverty. Relative poverty concerns people who 
have resources to get access to human basic needs, e.g. two meals a day and shelter, but do not 
have the resources to satisfy any other needs beyond that. On the other hand, absolute poverty 
refers to the people who does not have access to these basic needs and live in extreme poverty 
(Mowafi & Khawaja 2005). From these two branches of poverty, this analysis will go further 
with the relative poverty, since the knowledge we gained through our research and interview 
makes it clear that most of the trafficked women are coming from an environment of relative 
poverty.   
The trafficked women usually come from societal levels where they face relative poverty. This 
is due to the fact that they, before departure, need to provide some initial money as a deposit 
for the trafficker to get a loan and to show that they are able to pay back the debt (Plambech 
2015).  Another factor contributing to this phenomenon of relative poverty, is that many 
women, from this societal level, also seek a better standard of living, as they watch the lifestyles 
of rich and famous people through e.g. glamorous films, TV-shows, music videos, via the 
internet and other media. (Carling 2006; Plambech 2015). It must be presumed that in order to 
have access to these kinds of media outlets, they need resources beyond basic needs. An 
example of a women from this kind of relative poverty, is seen in the dissertation by Plambech 
where a Nigerian woman, Sonia states to a Danish police officer: “Yes, now there are some 
[Migrants] from Nigeria, they buy a ticket to go to Europe and eat every day. They have money. 
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They go to Europe and come back. They go there for lunch, every day and come back. ” 
(Plambech 2014: 157). This statement, shows that some women living in relative poverty in 
Nigeria might perceive the industry as highly profitable, since are able to eat lunch in Europe 
every day.  
We can therefore establish that HTISI creates hopes and prospects of an increased living 
standard compared to the hard reality of poverty that the women are facing in Nigeria. It further 
shows, that there can be a certain degree of unrealistic expectations to the wealthy life of 
migrants leaving Nigeria, as in the example of eating lunch in Europe on a daily basis. The 
statement of Sonia, shows a delusional image of how HTISI can bring you riches and 
prosperity, whereas she clearly seems oblivious to the elements of exploitation, violence and 
indenture that the reality of trafficked women often entail. In the following sections, we will 
look at these expectations and ideas about HTISI in the context of the lived poverty of the 
women who are considering this lifestyle.   
 
Poverty on a Societal Scale 
 
Nigeria, although being one of Africa's richest nations in terms of natural resource, is a country 
immensely struggling with poverty. A report by the BBC in 2012, revealed a study by the 
National Bureau of Statistics (NBS) which stated that 60.9% of the Nigerian population was 
living below the poverty line in 2010, this was a significant increase from 54.7% in 2004 (BBC 
News). Despite Nigeria, being the leading African country that produces oil and the fact that 
the economy is continuously growing, the amount of people living in “absolute poverty” is 
also rising (BBC News 2012). However, this in no fact relates to the women from our study, 
as they are more likely to come from relative poverty. With this being said, it is no wonder why 
many young Nigerian women cling to the hope of securing jobs elsewhere and often fall into 
the traps of HT. Nigerian women, either due to family or their own aspirations, choose to 
migrate to foreign countries, as they consider that there will be more opportunities for them 
abroad in the form of jobs and educations and since their country is lacking options because of 
the high unemployment rates or low socio-economic standing for women etc. HTISI, becomes 
an option (Monde-Anumihe 2013). Olufayo and Omotosho’s study discovered that 
“…research reveal a high poverty rate (33.5%) as the major reason for the act. About one-
quarter (27.8%) attributed it to the desire to get rich quick” (2009:179). Therefore, Nigerian 
women, when interviewed by Plambech argued that they would rather “abolish poverty” than 
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prostitution or sex work, since they need this line of work to support their families and in order 
to escape a life of poverty (2015). 
Due to the patriarchal institution embedded in the Nigerian society, it makes it possible for 
women and girls to engage in HT, as either the offenders or the prey (Fayomi 2009). The reason 
being that women in Nigeria, because of cultural standards, are treated as “second-class 
citizens”, living by the traditional gender roles and being viewed as inferior to men (Ibid.). For 
example, we previously mentioned women are not able to inherit from their spouses or fathers. 
Thus, without a financial supporter, most of these women have to provide for themselves along 
with the responsibility of their families. This is where liberal feminist would argue that sex 
work should be liberated, so that the women are protected and can earn a decent living with 
this lifestyle, if it’s their choosing. Transnational feminist on the other hand would, argue for 
the fact that this industry is globally interconnected, hence the difficulties that would occur if 
it was abolished. The reason being, is because HT is not only a financial aid to these women, 
it is also an economic boost to their home economy, since the women are the breadwinners, 
and their families have become dependent upon them. This goes to show, that poverty has a 
huge impact on the lives of these young women and as Plambech stated, during our interview 
in regards to her research, she; “(…) do not explain the migration by cultural and religious 
factors, simply because the women do not really explain with that. Again it is a question of 
unemployment and poverty” (Plambech 2015). This tells us, that the women’s main concern is 
poverty and since there is no avoidance of it at home, they are willing to risk their lives on a 
chance that they can become more prosperous abroad. A young woman named Isoke 
Aikpitanyi, was deceived by traffickers in 2000 who had offered her a job in Italy. She 
explained that growing up in Nigeria, there were not always the best opportunities and that life 
was challenging, therefore it was better to go abroad instead with the promise of “low-pay” 
employment. Ms. Aitpitanyi said that “She knew that she would have to enter the country 
illegally... and the woman who made the job offer would also make the travel arrangements 
and pay the costs, which Ms. Aikpitanyi would repay from her earnings” (Fleshman 2009). 
Aikpitanyi, upon arriving, was faced with a debt of $20.000 and was told that the only method 
of her repaying the loan was to prostitute herself, since illegal immigrants do not have the 
legitimation to seek an average job (Ibid.). After weeks of struggles with traffickers Aitpitanyi 
was forced to accept her situation but after a while she was released (Ibid.). Aitpitanyi’s story 
is no different from a thousand other girls who are also deceived into HT, as they are all striving 
for a brighter future. Aitpitanyi represents a group of women from Benin City who are being 
taken advantage of because of their naivety, although it also shows vast inequality that these 
Roskilde Universitet                        Roskilde University 
Den samfundsvidenskabelige bacheloruddannelse    The Bachelor Study Programme in Social Science 
 
49 
women live among, that they are literally driven to HT as their only solution. However, 
Aitpitanyi’s case is not as common as many other women, since she was released months after, 
by her traffickers (Ibid.). This is not what we are examining, the girls we are using were not as 
lucky as Aitpitanyi. Also, as we are interested in looking into see if the women have agency, 
we will be addressing if they enter trafficking willingly, due to life circumstances or if they 
were deceived, as Aitpitanyi was. Thus, as Aitpitanyi was deceived and manipulated she in 
return had no agency, as she did not have a choice and as stated above she was literally forced 
to accept her new way of living, hence, the two types of agency. 
 
Poverty from the Women’s Perspective 
 
From a more individual level, poverty in Edo State is shown in different forms. During our 
interview, Plambech stated that the women would often compare Nigeria with Europe in terms 
of safety, as they would claim that it is “safer to sell sex on the streets of Rome or Hamburg 
than it was to run a food stall in Benin” (Plambech 2014:  393). This appears to be a statement 
driven by relative poverty, as the struggle to make ends meet by selling sex on the streets of 
Europe seems to be the lesser evil, compared to selling food on the streets of Nigeria.  Plambech 
describes this attitude in connection to an example of Grace (mentioned above as well), who 
was designated as a victim of HT and was sent back from Italy to Nigeria, was given materia ls  
to start up a small food stall business. However, seeing as she could not afford the somewhat 
$30 deposit for a bank account, she would carry most of the earnings on her; unfortunately she 
was robbed one evening, in her food stall on the outskirts of Benin City. The roads in this area 
are unpaved and only a few generators support electricity to illuminate the streets at night, 
which makes her and other women in the similar situation easily exposed to crime. Grace, did 
not seem to have many alternatives due to the fact that she was not able to pay the rent in the 
safer areas, in the closer perimeter of Benin City and because uneducated women such as 
herself are not allowed to keep food stalls in the security-guard-protected Government 
Reserved Areas (Plambech 2014). This example, of vulnerability and loss of livelihood shows 
us that the basic need of safety is not fulfilled and that Grace’s financial position, exposes her 
to elements of poverty led crime. The failure of public infrastructure and restrictions of 
mobility, due to legislations in the Government Reserved Areas, which ultimately is caused by 
the fact that she does not have an education and is therefore not allowed to do business in the 
secured area. Unfortunately, this example is not an exception as Plambech then further 
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describes how the other key informant Cynthia was robbed twice by armed robbers in her home 
before she decided to move herself, her baby and her sister to an apartment in a building 
protected by barbed wire and a high wall (Ibid.). Cynthia migrated to the sex-industry in Spain, 
Italy and Denmark, from where she was later deported back to Nigeria. One of her Danish sex-
customers, had fallen in love with her and had helped pay off her trafficking-debt (Ibid.), also 
the financial support from the Danish customer helped her to move into the safer resident. This 
is also an example of relative poverty, as Cynthia fears for the safety of the household and thus 
decides to move. 
 
How Poverty Makes Nigerian Women Engage in HTISI 
 
Many Nigerian women, especially those from the Ibo tribe and Edo/Delta states, become 
involved in human trafficking. As discussed in chapter IV, there are many reasons why women 
venture into HTISI, but we recognise the main push factor to be poverty. Many women may 
believe, that they do not have other options to improve their lives and gain wealth for 
themselves and their families, or at least not as promising as overseas. However, Edo and Delta  
states are not the poorest part of Nigeria (Akor 2011). This indicates, that in order for women 
to migrate, they need to have at least a minimum of income or someone they can borrow money 
from, to pay for the trip, meaning that the women migrating are living in relative poverty. 
However, most of the women do not have much savings and are therefore dependent on 
someone from their close environment like family and friends to support them financia l ly 
(Baye 2014:). Some studies, even show that sending females abroad, have become a status 
symbol for the families (Aghatise 2002). Parents, that send their daughters, brag about their 
children abroad and the economic returns including the money they receive in remittance. This 
creates big expectations for the women to increase the family's wealth, when they have to be 
compared with examples of other girls who have gone abroad and assisted their parents.  As 
illustrated in this citation, where parents observe, that women who have worked abroad 
increased their economic situation “In Nigeria they see that those who once did not eat three 
times a day, now eat, dress well, so they say even my daughter must leave to earn a bit of 
money” (Interview Victim No.8), (Prina 2004:34). Young women, receive the pressure from 
their own families and are asked to contribute for the household’s budget or even to repay their 
debts by contracting yet another debt with a sponsor/ trafficker (Caretta 2015). Sponsors are 
often part of women’s personal networks and it could include the extended family gathering 
the funds to sponsor the travel, or for example relatives already living abroad. In this case they 
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not only supplying the loans, but they also create a moral dilemma for the women, which can 
make issues of denunciation and negotiation of debt payment or working conditions very 
complicated (Baye 2014: 89). “My aunty brought me to Italy to work and also to help her at 
home. When I arrived, she told me I will work as asawo (Nigerian slang for prostitutes). I am 
in a foreign land and I don’t want my aunty to be arrested” (Ibid. 89). This example indicates, 
that the woman was sent to her aunt in order to help in the house and work in Italy, but instead 
of the agreement, she had to engage in sex work. Family relations, complicates the whole 
situation, because the woman cannot easily break the agreement of work abroad especially, 
since she has a debt to pay back. There is the complication of the woman not wanting to be a 
disappointment to her family and to live up to their expectations by getting the income and 
providing for them. Also, we consider the precarious predicament of the woman who is forced 
into criminal activity, as her only way to break that, is by exposing her aunt. The argument 
further builds on when we look at ‘child fosterage’. This is a common practise in many West 
African countries where parents send their child to be educated or provided with work 
opportunities, but in reality being used to cover up trafficking (Okojie 2009). The historica l 
solidarity, through which rural parents used to send their children for urban relatives in order 
to have more opportunities, has become money transactions among families and middle agents, 
who benefit from women’s exploitation (Ibid). Trafficking within the family is therefore 
problematised. Especially, when we consider that the more people who are involved in 
financing the woman's journey, the more stakeholders she will have to pay back and the more 
debt the she will be in. 
Another problem we have identified, is whether or not the women being recruited are aware of 
the implications of being trafficked or if they are being coerced into participating. In the study 
by Prina, ‘Trafficking of Nigerian girls to Italy’, Nigerian trafficking victims were interviewed 
about their experiences in Italy (2004). The study states, that the majority of the women about 
to migrate, were aware of the sex work they would be doing (Prina 2004). Since 1998, various 
women interviewed affirmed that; “those who come here and say they don’t know (about the 
sex work they are required to do) are telling lies” (Interview Victim No.5), (Prina 2004:31). 
There is also the opposite example of women being misguided and involved against their will; 
“Because they told me that I was going to Spain and not to Italy (…). In Nigeria everyone 
knows that in Italy the girls come to make prostitution” (Interview Victim No.8) (Ibid. 31). We 
can therefore identify two different versions of the women's experience of the recruitment into 
HTISI. One emphasises (Interview Victim No.5) that the women travelling to Italy are aware 
that they are being trafficked into the sex-industry, whereas the other (Interview Victim No.8), 
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explained that a certain coercion is taking place in the recruitment process by telling the girls 
they are going to Spain instead. These different experiences, we consider, might be because of 
different expectations. Victim No.8, thought she was going to Spain but ended up in Italy 
instead, she clearly was misguided in the decision process to migrate. This is a problem, 
because in such a situation the women have no agency, due to the fact that they are being 
coerced. Victim No.5, is more cynical stating that all women know what they are getting into 
which indicates that, even though coercion might take place in the recruitment process, the 
women involved should be able to see through the manipulation and make an informed 
decision. On the other hand, it could be argued that even though the women are aware about 
the work they are going to do within the sex-industry, they do not know what actually awaits 
them once they have been trafficked. They are not aware, that their passports might be taken 
away, that they might be forced to work long hours in the streets, that they have to serve a 
minimum of clients per day and that they may experience physical abuse and debt bondage 
(Akor 2011). “Before leaving Nigeria I knew what I was coming to do, but I did not know it 
was on the street. They told me that I would have repaid in two months, but it was not like that” 
(Interview Victim No.4). This woman knew about the sex work she would be doing, when she 
arrived in the destination country but had other expectations to what that involved. Working 
on the streets, instead of a house or that she had to stay out even during cold temperatures was 
not something she had contemplated. Also, she was given the idea that her debt would be paid 
off in few months but she, as in most instances, were not able to pay it back as quickly as she 
had hoped. This supports the argument about, women knowing that they will be migrating for 
prostitution purposes but not being aware of the exploitation they will have to endure upon 
arrival in their destination country.  
To conclude, relative poverty remains one of the main reasons that push Nigerian women to 
engage in HTISI. In most of the cases, women engage in the business because they are looking 
for better life options and better economic opportunities for themselves and their families. We 
found that the families of the women, often put pressure and promote the idea of leaving to 
work abroad. However, the majority of the women are aware about their employment in the 
sex-industry. Though, while a few of them manage to generate sufficient income, most of the 
women, face complicated working environments and unexpected conditions to repay 
trafficking debt. By analysing various factors in Nigerian society, it has allowed us to gain an 
insight into the living conditions that the Nigerian women face and to get a clearer image of 
their motivations to be involved in HT. This analysis will be our foundation when we in the 
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following section of this chapter are going to discuss how Nigerian women experiences of 
HTISI could be understood and contested by different Western feminist narratives. 
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Chapter VI - Am I Victim, Agent Or “Vagent”? 
 
The previous analysis of poverty has revealed how economic, cultural and politica l 
circumstances is often the reason why Nigerian women choose to engage in HTISI. This 
analysis will be the base of this discussion, concerning the agency and victimisat ion of these 
women. We will do this by first outlining the radical and liberal feminist understandings of the 
women´s agency in sex work, what we also refer to as Western feminism, and then go on to 
discuss it from a transnational feminist approach. By doing this we seek to uncover a Western 
narrative in comparison to a more global understanding of the phenomenon and the 
implications it has for the women involved. Because HTISI, contains many interconnec ted 
facets, most of the sources used in these discussions are based on authors who are clearly 
identifiable as either radical, liberal or transnational feminists. We suggest that the 
transnational approach will represent the closest possible narrative of these women, since it 
considers other explanations of HTISI than just male violence (Kempadoo 2001).  
 
The Feminist Trap  
 
In our theory chapter we identified three different theories, in order to understand the different 
narratives of the women’s choice to enter HTISI. The two first theories, we noticed in the 
investigation of the project, is the liberal and radical feminism (both with roots in western 
feminism). Both of these feminist theories argues, that women are oppressed and that this 
oppression of women is existing within the structure of society which is male dominated 
(Farganis 1994; Kempadoo 2001). We find that this general understanding of women as 
oppressed by men, can lead to an apprehension of the trafficked women as lacking agency and 
as victims of organised crime. The Western feminist narrative is divided into two different 
contradictory branches, each with a different view on HTISI, one focused on the abolition 
(radical) and the other of the decriminalisation of the practise (liberal) (Limoncelli 2009; 
Lobasz 2009). We contemplate, that this is caused by the different understandings of sex work, 
which can translate into different beliefs upon how it should be battled. This debate, 
surrounding the HTISI from radical and liberal theory, is therefore a philosophical discussion 
about sexual morals and ethics which might move focus away from the essential problem of 
exploitation. 
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According to radical feminism, sex trafficking as they would refer to it, is a violation of human 
rights which should be abolished, since it is causing crime and violates the women´s bodies 
(Limoncelli 2009; Lobasz 2009). This radical approach, is clearly influenced by personal 
feelings towards sex and sex work. The problem of personalising the debate surrounding 
HTISI, becomes apparent when the previously examined push factors are taken into 
consideration. Poverty, as our main push factor, revealed that the women contempla t ing 
migration for prostitution purposes mostly lived in relative poverty and that they were driven 
by hopes and dreams of a better future. We consider that their aspirations, even though they 
are not driven by an absolute need, is still a valid argument. By assuming that all sex workers 
are being exploited, radical feminism is implicitly implying that women participating in the 
practise, do not have any agency in the matter. 
Liberal feminism on the other hand, argue that these women should still have the right to do 
the labour if they are willingly entering the industry and believe that sex work should be 
decriminalised in order to protect the women from violence and maintain their human rights 
(Lobasz 2009). This approach, is the complete opposite to the radical understanding of sex and 
sex work because liberal feminism, relies on neoliberal capitalism to support their argument of 
a free market. In doing so, they objectify the matter by suggesting that everything should be 
for sale and if there is a demand. This approach, seems to reinforce that the women being 
trafficked do have agency in the decision process. Despite this approach, liberal feminism still 
argues for a decriminalisation, which they believe would solve the problem of traffickers taking 
advantage of and exploiting the women (Lobasz 2009). From this, we recognise a common 
ground where radical and liberal feminism agree, that the existing systems established for 
handling HTISI is not sufficient in dealing with human rights violations that the phenomenon 
entails. We contemplate, that this victim-based narrative of the Nigerian women entering 
HTISI, in some ways contradict the narrative of the Nigerian women. We have established, 
throughout this project that most women who enter HTISI, are aware of the element of 
prostitution abroad. Moreover, we have found evidence of the lacking in knowledge of the 
exploitation they are going to be exposed to, once they arrive in the destination country. The 
discussion can therefore be seen as a grey area, where the women are between victim and agent. 
On the one hand, we have the reasonable request of the Nigerian women who wants a better 
life without poverty and on the other there is the issue of exploitation. This is why, we refer to 
a schism between the good intentions of Western feminism and the actual reality of lived 
poverty in Nigeria. A criticism of these different Western feminist theories is, that they are 
indeed Western. How can a person born and raised in a Western society, who has never 
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experienced extreme poverty, begin to theorise on what is in the best interest of these trafficked 
women? Indeed, this was a problem for us whilst writing this project. How can we begin to 
understand the situation that causes women to enter HTISI? One way we legitimise this, was 
by detaching our own personal opinions toward this phenomenon and concerning ourselves 
with the voice of the Nigerian women. We found that approaching HTISI, from a transnationa l 
feminist point of view would enable us, in a non-offensive way, to discuss the agency of the 
women engaging in the practise.  
 
Can the Subaltern Speak?  
 
In our theory chapter, we considered how the subaltern woman´s voice in Spivak's writings, 
about post-colonialism could be a metaphor for the Nigerian women participating in HTISI 
who are also outside of the hegemonic structures of society. By using Spivak´s termino logy 
here, we intend to emphasise the problems of disregarding the narrative of the Nigerian women, 
who chose to engage in the practise as an expression of naivety. Opposing the Western 
narratives of HTISI, transnational feminism view the women more as a participating agent than 
a victim of the industry. Moreover, this branch of feminism focuses on issues such as 
economics, colonialism, race, human rights and nationalism that are shaped by a globalised 
world (Kempadoo 2001). When taking the different factors we have been analysed into 
consideration, it seems as if the transnational feminist approach is more concerned with 
explaining how the different circumstances in Nigeria are shaping the Nigerian women’s 
narrative of HTISI.   
In the beginning of chapter IV, we explored how colonialism affected the Nigerian society, and 
through time created an environment in which human trafficking became an extremely 
profitable industry. Bringing colonialism into perspective through transnational feminism, we 
argue that the former colonial powers where humans were exploited for labour work across 
borders, has played a part in shaping HTISI, as we see it today. While the world became more 
globalised, the economies of the world began to be dependent on one another. Today’s 
dominating neoliberal economy and globalisation contradict the Western narrative of HTISI, 
as being the direct result of patriarchy and the argument is that this is one of the main reasons, 
causing this industry to be a highly profitable one. However, by looking at this argument in 
relation to whether the women are agents or victims, we agree with Western feminism that the 
women in some ways are victims of a globalised world and their plight dominated by a 
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neoliberal economy, where Western men's demand for sex is more important than other third 
world women's human rights. Along with transnational feminism, it is arguable that the women 
living in Nigeria have agency in choosing to go, or not to go, into the industry which gives 
them better opportunities to generate income than in Nigeria, where the consequences of the 
former colonialism have left the country in poverty. Whereas the ongoing Western feminist 
debate is focused on a victim/agent definition, transnational feminism is more concerned about 
the rights of trafficked persons in general (Lobasz 2009). We observed that, the transnationa l 
feminist approach is treating HTISI as a matter of exploitation of labour, regardless of it is 
forced or voluntary (Ibid.). In this way, focus is diverted away from the labelling of HT as 
illegal sex work and prostitution, but instead centred around the common issue of every 
trafficked person namely exploitation. This could be argued to be a more constructive method 
of examining a sensitive topic like HTISI, which often involves many personal feelings towards 
sex and sexuality that can vary from person to person and from country to country. 
Furthermore, we have considered how the ongoing public debate surrounding HTISI, is mostly 
represented by Western feminisms. This we regard as problematic, firstly, because approaching 
this topic using theories developed in a Western context, is not able to sufficiently cover the 
issues happening in a third world country like Nigeria. Secondly, we consider how such a 
narrative is affecting the HTISI discourse when it is discussed in a black and white framework, 
which only considers the phenomenon in terms of decriminalisation/abolition, good/bad or 
victim/criminal etc. It appears to be extremist either way, and a concern we have about this 
tendency is, that it might, in the end, take focus away from the issue. What we have called the 
good intentions of Western feminism could possible result in a division of opinion, making the 
debate unavailable and incomprehensible for the public. This will have direct repercussions for 
the women within HTISI, we argue, because if they are not being represented in the debate, 
their voice will be drowned by other vocal voices like the Western feminisms. 
Another consequence, which the women are facing when being trafficked is the dependence 
on a criminal system, which can realise their migration process. The problem regarding 
organised crime, is that the institutional framework might either treat the issue as a matter of 
security or human rights. Transnational feminism, treat this issue as a matter of human rights 
since they view HTISI, as being caused by globalisation and neoliberal economy, where the 
liberal and radical feminism angle is to treat the organised crime as related to security when 
they operate within key concepts such as patriarchy and violence against women etc. (Lobasz 
2009). Both of these views on how the HTISI should be handled contains positive and negative 
sides. When treating the issue, by working within the structures of globalisation and neolibera l 
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economy the result, we consider, will most likely be a lower amount of trafficked women but 
over a longer period of time, not helping the women trapped within the organised crime at the 
moment. Opposing this, radical and liberal feminism operates more within a security structure 
framework which is more focused at helping the women here and now which could possibly 
result in a disregard of the societal structures that would ensure a lower the numbers of 
trafficked women over time. The important notion here, is that either way the topic is being 
debated on a platform which is non accessible for the women in question. This leaves us 
wondering, about how anti-trafficking implementation should be realised when the women are 
not included in the debate. We consider that the best way to accomplish sound legislat ions 
regarding HTISI is by expanding our field of knowledge, about this phenomenon through 
research and studies which are not influenced by any financial, political or personal biases.   
Throughout this project we have been arguing for the agency of the women who voluntar i ly 
participate in HTISI. Even though, we have established that women do have some say in the 
decision process (if they are not coerced or manipulated) we still found that the main reason 
given by the women as to why they chose to migrate is for economic reasons (Plambech 2014; 
Olufayo & Omotosho 2009; Okonofua et al. 2004). This begs the question, if we can really call 
these women voluntary participants. It is an important discussion of how much bondage 
freedom can bare before it is freedom no longer? At what point do we consider the 
circumstances present in the Nigerian society dire enough to conclude that HTISI, is not a 
voluntary act? Again we move into a philosophical debate which is based on abstract, 
subjective argumentations and not hard facts which we might not even be able to answer. 
However, the intention is not to solve a philosophical question about what defines a victim or 
agent, our concern is to introduce this consideration into the feminist debate surrounding 
HTISI. Do the women have the right to migrate for prostitution purposes, in the hopes of 
securing their economic situation? If we assume that exploitation of the women are our primary 
concern, should not our answer then be - no? On the other hand, because the women who enters 
HTISI live in relative poverty, it seems to indicate that they are free to choose their line of 
work. In reality however, we discovered, that they are actually bound by certain societal 
structures and family obligations. In the case of patriarchy, we found that feminisation of 
migration and labour has meant that they women are now expected to support the family 
income. Furthermore, we also registered that the family expectations to the women to send 
home remittance, might complicate the decision to go abroad (Caretta 2015). This tells a 
different story of the women's agency than the one we are trying to relay to the reader namely, 
that the decision is indeed not a free choice. However, this is, as previously mentioned, a grey 
Roskilde Universitet                        Roskilde University 
Den samfundsvidenskabelige bacheloruddannelse    The Bachelor Study Programme in Social Science 
 
59 
area of research, where the voice of the women in question seem to be divided between 
identifying themselves as victims or agents. Again, we contemplate that further research is 
needed to actually uncover these different classifications of the women who are involved in 
HTISI. We would suggest that investigations into the characteristics of these different 
narratives of the women involved in HTISI, is needed before a definite conclusion as to whether 
they are victims, agents or “vagents” can be established. 
 
VII - Conclusion 
 
Moving towards a closure of this project, the following segment will entail our conclusion 
which will be founded on the bases of our analysis and discussions of the previous chapters. 
Our final findings, shall be stated here and a recap of everything that we have covered in this 
project. Our aspirations with this project was to define existing societal situations in Nigerian 
society, which causes the women to migrate and to investigate their agency using different 
feminist theories. Our title of the project indicated how we, from the beginning, approached 
Western feminism with a proportional amount of scepticism. This is because we sought to look 
at HTISI from a Nigerian perspective within the multifaceted world of feminist theories.  
 
Concluding Remarks 
 
Being a notorious trafficking hotspot in West Africa, Nigeria and more precisely Benin City, 
is a popular and controversial topic for politicians, NGOs and feminists to debate. In our study 
it has become evident that Nigeria, is a highly populated and fairly rich country. Plagued by 
the corruption from the political elite, which are draining the national economy, thus creating 
a lack in the distribution of wealth, social security, public healthcare and education 
opportunities for the citizens of Nigeria. Poverty, above all seems to be the predominant 
hindrance for the lowest social classes in Nigeria to obtain and sustain a livelihood, which 
makes HTISI an attractive alternative to their lived experience of poverty. We contemplate, 
that these hardships are due to low infrastructure and crime rates as a result of the huge 
unemployment caused by an unequal distribution of wealth, low wages and neoliberal policies.  
We have considered the difficulties that Nigerian women face, with the newly changed gender -
roles of being breadwinners in the paradox of living in a patriarchal society. Many women seek 
out business opportunities abroad by migrating alone into the sex-industry. The profit is 
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attractive and the promises of the madam are tempting and thus they end up in indentured 
positions in Europe, where they are bound to work hard under slave-like exploitative conditions 
until they have repaid the debt to their trafficker. We found that feminisation of migration and 
labour created the perfect condition for HTISI to take place. Furthermore, we have looked at 
how the prospect of remittance gave the women and especially the women's families incentives 
to pursue the benefits that HTISI. On the issue of inheritance and divorce, we found that the 
women were suffering from the patriarchal structures, ensuring that they had no legal standing 
and that this contributed to their motivations to migrate. This led us to question, whether the 
women living within these societal structures and under these social norms and values were 
indeed being influenced to such a degree that their agency in the decision process were reduced. 
Agency, we discussed, is something the women might perceive they have in the migrat ing 
process, but most cases they end up in situations where they do not have so much power in the  
decision process. 
Our analysis, also revealed that, many of the women who migrated into the sex-industry had 
sufficient educational backgrounds, as they mostly knew what they were getting themselves 
into. Although they did not imagine the hardships that entailed HTISI e.g. poor living 
conditions and the violence involved most of them knew that they were being trafficked into 
prostitution. This then led us to look at what motivated these educated women. The findings 
showed, that it was due to the poor management of the nation’s economy, the high 
unemployment rates amongst the youths (especially women) and poor education system that 
did not teach society about the dangers of HTISI. These aspects, all contributes to poverty, 
since the women are not being able to secure jobs because of their poor education and the lack 
of job opportunities. This in turn, leads them to become even poorer and as their family relies 
on women to become providers, they are often burdened by the heavy responsibilities to be the 
financial aid and so they engage in HTISI, mostly with the influence of family, friends or the 
success stories of those who no longer live in poverty. 
The objective for this project, was to seek out the Nigerian perspective in regards to women’s 
agency within a system such as HTISI. We presumed a critical stance towards different feminist 
narratives, in order to locate the voice of Nigerian women. In doing so, we drew upon relevant 
feminist theories, to find a suitable narrative to match that of the Nigerian women, as expressed 
through the empirical data collected. We have come to realise that the Western feminist theories 
(radical and liberal), have failed to consider the complexity of the situation that the Nigerian 
women find themselves in. They tend to leave out essential factors such as, poverty, 
postcolonial, socio-economic consequences and corruption by primarily focusing on the aspect 
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of patriarchal coercion and violence towards women. Third world feminism contests the 
Western feminism as it criticises white, middle class women’s well-meaning and somewhat 
romantic notion of global sisterhood and lack of insight in the life of a poor, black, woman in 
the third world. Transnational feminism, seems to be the feminist approach that most accurately 
captures the relevant factors, which we argue concerns Nigerian women of HTISI, as it 
combines elements from both Western and third world feminist theories, but also builds on 
these theories by looking at the phenomenon as a global phenomenon and in a neolibera l 
economic setting. Those factors, can roughly be narrowed down to the plights of poverty 
resulting in corruption, poor distribution of wealth, unstable national economy, lack of 
education and patriarchal family structures. We argue, that these factors are the predominant 
obstacles that cause Nigerian women to engage in HTISI, as our research shows that the 
majority of the women migrating do so in the hope of being able to secure their livelihoods and 
increase social mobility. This is a result of the hardships they face in the dangerous, 
impoverished townships they live and work in, which makes the life on the streets of Europe, 
as a prostitute seem like the lesser evil. We therefore suggest a reformation in the politica l 
system of Nigeria, so that a redistribution of wealth can open up for social mobility and reduce 
the existing inequality between rich and poor to even it out. This would also rebuild the 
population's trust in their government, which would, we argue, reduce migration because the 
incentives to stay in Nigeria would be higher. Seeing as trafficking, has not decreased along 
with the increase of political anti-trafficking initiatives3, and because Nigerian women seem 
fairly oblivious to feminist perspectives, therefore instead mainly focus on being able to 
provide for their families. We thus, recognise that feminist theories and political campaigns do 
not change the Nigerian perspective, money is the only thing that truly makes a difference.  
Using mainly transnational feminist theory to locate the voice of the Nigerian women, we 
limited our research method by excluding other theories, which could have had a substantia l 
impact on our analysis and discussion. It seems as if, no political campaign or feminist narrative 
have succeeded in changing the minds of the women. Migration still flourishes in Nigeria and 
the more restrictions, both the Nigerian government and the international society thrust upon 
the women, the harder they seem to work for their goal towards a better future. Traffick ing 
routes become longer, expenses and thus debts rise, dangers multiply, but that does not appear 
to stop the ever increasing number of women engaging in HTISI. In this process, we have 
                                                                 
3 Campaigns warning against the dangers of migrating and restrictions in migration legislation which makes the 
migration process more expensive and complicated. 
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realised that discussing the Nigerian women’s case through the lens of mostly feminist theories, 
does not provide us with the entire Nigerian perspective. In order to achieve more effective 
results, we stress the importance of interviewing the actual Nigerian women who are involved 
in HTISI to comprehend their perspective. This we consider, would have helped us obtain a 
better understanding of their self-perception as either victim or agent and given us an important 
insight into the different categories that the women identify as. Since, we did not generate any 
empirical data by interviewing the women ourselves, we now face the conclusion, that we are 
unable to represent the Nigerian women’s perspective and truly demonstrating their narratives 
by just comparing different feminist theories. Nonetheless, this project has managed to answer 
the problem statement which intrigued us from the beginning, namely “How societal 
circumstances within Nigeria has affected the agency of the women who are involved in HTISI 
and how different feminist narratives contest this notion of agency.” We argue that our results 
has enlightened us, in terms of the public debate surrounding HTISI, which we have found to 
be mostly from a Western feminist point of view. However, we have found that there are major 
changes happening within the research community. Another way approaching the topic from a 
more global perspective is, appearing in the form other feminist theories where our main focus 
has been on transnational feminism. This has led our research, to include elements of 
colonialism and some more recent history on neoliberal phenomenon’s, such as capitalism. We 
found that these gave us an insight into how and why Nigeria became a country, that is now 
associated with HTISI. Our historical studies, yielded that Nigeria has experienced a great deal 
of violence and corruption which still plagues the country to this day. This all leads back to the 
existing poverty prevalent in Nigeria and the hopes and dreams of these women who seek a 
better future by engaging in HTISI. Though our findings show that the women, in most cases, 
are voluntary participants, it is our perception of the industry, in the end, that most traffick ing 
stories do not have a happy ending. 
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